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Summary of Elizabeth’s Exile 
 

Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit had to leave behind her entire life—and husband—in the Cherokee 

Nation, forced by the United States on the Trail of Tears to the Darkening Land in the west, now 

known as Oklahoma. Her struggles empowered her not only to survive and prosper but to be a 

source of strength for other oppressed people, including slaves on the Underground Railroad. 

These struggles weakened her daughter Minerva as much as they strengthened Elizabeth. 
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Summary of the Series Trail of Tears: Novels of Cherokee Identity 
 

These three novels (Nancy’s War, Elizabeth’s Exile, and Edd’s Land) are very fictionalized 

accounts of the experiences of my sixth-great-grandmother Nancy Ward, my great-grandmother 

Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit, and my grandfather Edd Hicks—based mostly on real people and 

historical events, with a lot of imagination added in. They are novels of Cherokee identity 

because Elizabeth Pettit was only one-eighth Cherokee, and Edd Hicks only one-fourth. The 

most famous chief in Cherokee history, John Ross, was only one-eighth Cherokee. Cherokee 

identity is not the result of blood quantum, but of tribal experience, such as speaking the 

language and living through the major events of tribal history. Or in John Ross’s case, not even 

speaking the language. Edd was the last person in our family to qualify for this identity; my 

mother and myself derived our Cherokee identity from what we remembered about our 

ancestors, through family stories. 

 

Each novel is self-contained. You do not need to remember the main characters of one novel in 

order to fully appreciate the later ones. 

 

The last Cherokee warrior woman Nanyehi (Nancy Ward) sought peace between her Cherokee 

people and white Americans in the eighteenth century in the Cherokee homeland in Appalachia. 

Her sacrificial quest amazed, puzzled, and sometimes angered both her own people (especially 

her warrior cousin Dragging Canoe) and the whites. To Nanyehi, the path to peace was always 

and never clear. To her uncle the tribal peace chief, she was the leader called by the white wolf 

to bring peace to the Cherokees. To her people, she was a war hero. To her warrior cousin she 

was a prostitute of white men. To the whites, such as trader Bryan Ward whom she marries, 

Nancy was a squaw who astonished them with her wisdom and power. To Thomas Jefferson, she 

helped to inspire democracy. To her refugee descendants like me, her compromises proved futile. 

The story arc is completed when Nancy Ward decides to not betray Dragging Canoe to the 

American authorities. 

 

Elizabeth’s Exile is about Nancy’s great granddaughter and the true story of her experiences on 

the Trail of Tears, in which the American government forced almost the whole tribe to leave 

their Appalachian homeland and relocate to what is now Oklahoma. Survival on the trail, and 

afterwards, as America experienced a civil war, was not easy or guaranteed. 

Edd’s Land tells how white swindlers stole Cherokee land even after Oklahoma statehood, as 

told through the eyes of Edd Hicks, my grandfather. He accepted his fate, but his brothers did 

not, and one of them took matters into his own hands to do something about it. 

The true story of Cherokee history needs to be told from the inside, and I am the one to do it. 

Compared to novels about the slave experience, the continuing oppression of Native Americans 

remains largely untold. Native American presence in fiction is far less than that of other 



Rice: Elizabeth’s Exile, © 2026, free download PDF 
 

8 
 

minorities in the United States. Most of the fiction depicts drunk Indians passed out in a ditch on 

the rez in flyover country, which is a racist image. For me, telling the stories of the Cherokee 

experience is a mission. I think it is time for an own-voices novel about the Cherokee 

experience—my family’s Cherokee experience. 
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 “Elizabeth!” 

 How well I knew that voice. I stiffened in anger, but I did not turn and look at him. I 

busied myself with securing the canvas tarp over my belongings in the open-topped wagon. I was 

preparing to leave my home as part of the Hilderbrand Detachment, which was one of sixteen 

Cherokee groups in what we later called the Trail of Tears. The government of the United States 

was driving the entire Cherokee tribe from our homeland. Soldiers forced us to give up our land, 

our houses, our farms, and take what belongings we could. We had to emigrate to the west—to 

the Darkening Land, the land where our spirits go when we die, a land we could not imagine. 

Our group assembled at Fort Cass, outside of Charleston, Tennessee, in the autumn of 

1838. I and my three children were among the almost two thousand people in this group. The 

youngest was my little three-year-old boy Franklin, who held onto my dress. My eldest, ten-year-

old Andrew, was around somewhere, making himself useful. My middle child, eight-year-old 

Minerva, had to be around somewhere, not making herself useful. 

 “Elizabeth! Don’t pretend that you can’t hear me!” He walked right over to the wagon. 

“Elizabeth. Turn around and look at me.” 

 He still considered himself to be my husband, and that I was his squaw wife—not to be 

confused with his white wife. My demand for a divorce, on the grounds of bigamy, was granted 

by the Cherokee Supreme Court almost nine years earlier. The Cherokee court sent him back to 

his white wife and family. But white American courts did not recognize the Cherokee court or 

the divorce. To them, I was still married to him. 

 He was close enough to smell me now. My body reeked, or at least I thought it did. 

Whites might not think so. Full-blood Cherokees, and members of other tribes, do not produce 

the particular kind of body odor that white people do. But I was only one-eighth Cherokee. My 

most recent full-blood Cherokee ancestor was the famous warrior woman, Nancy Ward, my 

great-grandmother. Being mostly white, I smelled bad. I hid behind bushes to wash myself 

whenever I could, which was more often than the army allowed, and I had packed several 

changes of clothes, which I kept clean. The lye soap provided by the army was pretty good at 

scouring away the grime and scent, but it took only a few days for a body to become disgusting 

again. I wanted this man to find me disgusting. Apparently, he did not. His body might have 

reeked also, but I found that white soldiers usually smell so strongly of whiskey and tobacco that 

I could not tell. 

 It was not until he reached around me and touched my midriff that I turned on him. 

 “As beautiful as ever,” he told me. 

 Indeed, at thirty-seven years of age, I was. And he was still a handsome man, especially 

in his army uniform. His almost sixty years gave him dignity, not decrepitude. For just a 

moment, I remembered back to when I first met him. He was always charming. I stepped away, 

but not far, as he had me between him and the wagon. 

 “Mr. Pettit,” I said. 

 “Call me James, my dear.” 
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 “Mr. Pettit, you white men think you can do as you please with your wives, and you 

consider me to still be your wife. But this detachment is under the direction of Peter Hilderbrand 

and James Vann Hilderbrand—both of them my cousins—and they answer to Chief Ross, whom 

your army has placed in charge of this detachment. Your army is not in charge here. All I would 

have to do is to raise my voice to have someone protect me from you, and soon thereafter, sir, 

you would be answering to your own immediate supervising officer for overstepping your 

authority.” 

 He smiled and looked down. “Oh, where to begin, my dear, with all of the things you are 

wrong about?” 

 “I’m not your dear...” 

 “First, I am not here simply as an army officer. I am the assistant commissary for this 

journey. You had better get used to seeing me.” 

I swallowed my anger. 

“Second,” he continued, “why do you persist in thinking that I bear you any ill will?” 

 “Where do I begin, sir? In the Cherokee Supreme Court, I won the exclusive ownership 

of the farm and custody of our children...” 

 “I see little Franklin,” he said, looking down at the child still clinging to my leg. “Where 

are the others? I should like to see them again.” 

 I divorced James seven years before Franklin was born. I vividly remembered the night, 

four years earlier, when James came to the house that we Cherokees considered to be no longer 

his and told me that he was going to exercise a husband’s right upon my body. I spat in his face. 

He smiled. I still love you, he said. With one hand, he pushed me up against the wall and fended 

off my fists. As he pressed against me, he lifted my skirt with the other hand. He pried my legs 

apart with his knee. I tried to resist him. Now, don’t go and get yourself in trouble with the law, 

he whispered, meaning the white law. 

This man now looked into my eyes, and the result of our union that night was now 

clinging to my leg and looking up with confused eyes. 

 “You got what you wanted,” I said. “For a few years, I had the house and other 

improvements.” Our houses and farms looked just like those of the white Americans. For 

generations, we tried to be as white as we could, hoping it would earn us some favors in the eyes 

of white Americans. It didn’t work. “But once your beloved president Andrew Jackson began the 

forced removal of our tribe, the land became available to whites, and you were the white man 

with the most documented interest in the land I occupied. It is now solely yours. How could you 

not be delighted in this outcome?” I did not say, the land I owned, for the Cherokee tribe held all 

of the land communally. 

 “My commander in chief is now Martin Van Buren, my dear.” 

 “Who has to continue the inevitable chain of events that Jackson began,” I said. “In all 

routine matters, we are in charge of this detachment. The American army merely oversees us. I 

very much doubt that your fellow officers would ignore you if you molest a Cherokee woman. 
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General Winfield Scott has expressly forbidden this and has attached stiff penalties to 

disobedience in this matter.” 

 “My dear...” 

 “Quit calling me that!” 

 “Very well. Remember when I used to call you my little turtledove?” 

 “And move away from me, or you shall regret it.” 

 He shrugged and stepped away. “You are also very much mistaken if you think I have 

come here to press anything, such as myself, upon you. You really should let me meet our 

children again...” 

 “They don’t know you and they won’t.” Andrew might recognize his father, but had 

seldom seen him. I made sure James’s visits to me after the divorce were as few and short as I 

could make them. 

 “It would be difficult to isolate them from me, as we are fellow travelers on this 

pilgrimage.” 

 “Pilgrimage? Is that what you call this? The technical term is removal, but it is also a 

forced march, a forced exile, an expulsion from illegally expropriated land...” There were lots of 

other things I could have called it. I knew a lot of English words for it, because my family, for 

generations, has spoken English well. We had married into rich and influential white families. I 

also knew some Cherokee expletives for the forced march we were about to begin. 

 “No, no, quite legal,” he said. “The Indian Removal Act of 1830.” 

 “Chief Justice John Marshall declared this law to be contrary to your Constitution, but 

Jackson refused to recognize his constitutional duty.” The Supreme Court sided with the 

Cherokees in 1832. I knew all about this case, for I read every issue of the Cherokee Phoenix 

newspaper, back when Elias Boudinot was our editor, before the Georgia militia came and 

destroyed our printing press. 

 “You and I, my little tsisqua, are not competent to re-try these issues. The simple fact is, 

here we are. The only question is, what shall we do now?” 

 “We? We aren’t going to do anything.” 

 “Let it be as you wish. But I will see the children.” 

 “From a distance.” 

 “If necessary. Are the children well?” 

 “No thanks to you, sir.” 

 “Don’t be so certain of that. I was able to ask the army to make sure you and they were 

treated not just gently but with special solicitude.” 

 “While we were being forced out of our home. Am I supposed to feel gratitude?” 

 “Forced from your home. But you, unlike many other families, had adequate time to 

pack. I see you have numerous possessions with you in this wagon...” 

 “I left far more of them behind.” 

 “...and I recognize some of them from our old home life. Didn’t you think it odd that the 

army acquiesced to every request that you made? My hand was in that, you know.” 
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 “I packed in anticipation of the arrival of the army. That’s the reason, and I believe the 

only reason, that I did not lose everything I owned.” 

 “You sold the livestock.” 

 “Yes. To whites.” 

 “And you have the money.” 

 “Someplace you cannot get it without causing such a commotion that...” 

 “And then,” said James. “There is the matter of the money that you will receive when you 

arrive in western Arkansas Territory at the end of the trail. Most of the white valuators grossly 

underestimated the value of Cherokee possessions. One Cherokee I heard about had a nice house 

and many other things, and the valuator said it was worth only two hundred and fifty dollars. I 

know, it’s absurd.” He shook his head. “But that’s the way it works. Now, I made sure that your 

valuation was fair and accurate, that is to say, generous.” 

 “So, I am supposed to be thankful that you kept them from cheating me? You didn’t lose 

anything in the transaction. You get the land and everything else anyway. The government will 

pay me for the improvements.” I sighed. “Just tell me what you want.” 

 “Do not be upset, Elizabeth. I’m not here to get anything. The reason I was looking for 

you was that I have a proposition for you.” 

 “I’ve had enough of your propositions.” 

 “Maybe, and maybe not. You are only one-eighth of Cherokee blood...” 

 “My heart is red.” 

 “But your skin is white. And you have fine red German Hildebrand hair.” 

 He touched my hair and I backed away, ready to throw something at him. He put his hand 

down and continued talking. 

 “And Minerva’s green eyes. They came from my side of the family. You could pass for 

white in American society.” 

 “It’s not as if you never told me that before.” 

 Ahead of us on the road, a cry arose from one of the organizers. 

 “We move soon,” he said. “I’ll speak forthrightly. I am prepared to have you and our 

children rescued. I can get you a new identity and a place to live. Not with me. Don’t worry 

about that.” 

 “And you would set me up nicely, with a comfortable degree of wealth?” 

 “Well, Elizabeth, I am not a rich man.” 

 “I trusted you before and look where it got me. When I arrive in the territory west of 

Arkansas, I will receive land. And provisions for a year. And payment for the valuation. This 

much is assured in writing by General Scott. You are not even promising me this much. If I am 

to be torn from my homeland, why should I live in exile in a house that you provide—or that you 

want me to think you will provide—rather than in the Darkening Land?” 

 “Elizabeth...” 

 “You devil!” 
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 “No, I am not the devil,” he said. He motioned toward a white man in nice clothes on 

horseback. A covered wagon followed him. The man called out, Make way, make way, children 

of perdition, and the Cherokees made way for him. 

“Now that man is the devil,” said James. 

 “Who is he?” 

 “The very Reverend John F. Schermerhorn.” 

 “Oh, him.” 

 “The one you Cherokee women—since this is how you wish me to think of you—call 

Devil Horn.” 

This was the preacher who claimed to represent the American government when he 

enticed the leaders of the Cherokee Treaty Party to sign the Treaty of New Echota in 1835, in 

which we Cherokee people supposedly promised to surrender our homelands. But the Treaty 

Party represented only a small number of Cherokees, rich and mostly of white blood. There were 

mostly-white Cherokees who remained faithful to the tribe, such as myself, and Chief John Ross 

who, like me, was only one-eighth Cherokee blood. Then Schermerhorn presented himself to 

President Jackson as the man who got the official treaty that authorized Cherokee removal. To 

Jackson, Schermerhorn was an angel. 

“Very well, you are not as much the devil as he is,” I said, sighing. “The wagons will 

move soon. I have work to do.” 

Then I saw the manager, my cousin Peter Hilderbrand. I waved to him, and he started to 

ride over on his horse. 

James approached me and spoke rapidly. “My offer is a serious one. And there is 

something else I meant to say. I want to apologize for what I did. Do you understand? I admit 

that everything I did to you was wrong. And I ask that you, someday and somehow, will forgive 

me.” He looked over his shoulder at my approaching cousin. “I don’t expect an answer now. But 

I will be with you on this whole journey. Think about my offer. At least, think about forgiving 

me. It would mean more to me than I can possibly say.” 

I was stunned and hardly noticed when Peter arrived. 

“He’p yew, Elizabeth?” Peter had learned southern English dialect well. 

I glanced up and tried to remember why I had summoned him. Then I said, “This man is 

paying a bit too much attention to me.” 

Peter looked at James. “I know the story, Elizabeth.” 

“Everybody knows it,” I said. 

“Mr. Pettit here is under my direction, and I direct him to stay away from you-all. Is that 

understood, James?” 

“Perfectly,” James answered, turning and walking away. 

“You’ll have no more trouble, Elizabeth,” said Peter, who resumed his duties of 

organizing our departure. He always called me Elizabeth. When we were children, he tried 

calling me Betty, and Betsy, and Lizzie, and all manner of other names. He interpreted my angry 

response as a child’s tantrum. But when I became an adult, he took my disapproval seriously. 
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* 

 

The oak and hickory trees on the hillsides, and the beech and maple trees in the glades, 

absorbed the creaking of wagon wheels, the laughter of the children who were healthy, and the 

moans of those who were not. The trail inclined upward, so I knew that today we would probably 

only make five miles of progress. When going downhill, we usually made twenty. I knew that 

somewhere up ahead was Chief Ross and his wife, Quatie, who were rich and could have 

traveled in comfort, but chose to go in a rude wagon like the rest of us. 

Our detachment had eighty-eight wagons, supplied by the United States government, 

only one for every twenty people. I had one of them, though it carried belongings of other 

emigrants as well as mine. The wagons had canvas covers. I used mine as a tarp. The wooden 

hoops that would have held up the cover lay curled inside the wagon bed. For the most part, the 

tree branches were too low to allow wagons to pass with their hoops up. 

This day was not the beginning of our sufferings. After being driven from our homes, we 

spent many weeks inside a stockade, trapped with our own wastes and diseases during the 

summer heat. Even those of us who did not become ill, in the blessed number of whom I and my 

children were counted, spent our time lying in a stupor, ignoring the stench and the flies and the 

mosquitoes and the red lumps that gathered, perhaps from some tiny insect, around our 

waistlines. Many of our group hurled curses at the army men, but the soldiers were simply 

following orders and trying to make us comfortable, which was impossible. There was even a 

doctor—one doctor for our whole stockaded contingent. 

I dared to let my spirit lighten when they let us out of the stockade one beautiful autumn 

day and we could at last begin our long walk to the west. Fort Cass, outside of Charleston, 

Tennessee, was one of three embarkation points at which we Cherokees were to begin our 

journey to what would later be called Indian Territory. The American army provided not only the 

wagons but the oxen to pull them, and also horses, about one horse for each two people. They 

also provided food. This one detachment, I heard, cost the federal government over one hundred 

dollars per Cherokee. How expensive it must be for the government to send all sixteen thousand 

Cherokees west, while the economic benefits would go almost exclusively to the states, mostly to 

Georgia. Jackson must really hate us, to spend so much money to expel us from our homeland. 

At least the army did not order us about at bayonet point, as had been the case with earlier 

emigrant groups. The army knew that, once our chief John Ross had agreed to cooperate with 

them, we would not resist. 

Once James had left, my daughter Minerva ran up and joined me. Then a soldier rode up 

on a horse and dismounted. 

“Ma’am?” 

I looked at him with more hostility than he deserved. He was just a young private in the 

army. 
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“Ma’am, there’s an officer named James who offers you the use of this horse today and 

for as long as you might require it.” 

“I will walk,” I said. The private quietly rode away. My two youngest children and I 

stepped over the ruts in the trail and began our long journey into exile. 
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Part two: Lewis Hicks 
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Chapter 1 

 

 There was never a time when Minerva was not beautiful. She was beautiful when she was 

a little girl and I met her on what we now call the Nunna daul Isunyi, the Trail Where We Wept, 

in 1838. She was beautiful when she married my friend John Anderson in 1848. She was 

beautiful when she married me in 1850 and bore me two children. She was beautiful when she 

had an affair with Israel J. Ward and married him in 1856, their child being born only three 

months after the wedding. She was beautiful when she married John Journey in 1860, Jesse 

Russell in 1865, and Alfred Clark Raymond in 1868. She never had a chance to get old. She died 

in 1870, scarcely forty years of age. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 Minerva and I were in the Hilderbrand Detachment, one of the last groups of Cherokees 

to take the Trail in 1838, when I was ten years old. A few Cherokees, the Old Settlers, had 

moved west voluntarily in 1817. Some of the remaining Cherokees, members of the Treaty 

Party, moved west in 1835. The Treaty Party were those Cherokees, and their supporters, who 

signed a false treaty with the Americans. But most Cherokees were stubborn and refused to even 

acknowledge the orders proclaimed by the U. S. Army under Brigadier General Winfield Scott. 

Some earlier groups were forced out of home and field at bayonet point. 

We were crowded into camps that the Americans said were large but were not large 

enough for our thousands. We had to stay in the camp all summer. We could not begin our 

journey because an intense drought had settled upon the land. Some other groups of Cherokees 

moved west primarily by water on big rafts pulled by a riverboat. But now, because of the 

drought, the water level was too low for river travel. My group went entirely by land, but the 

land route had stretches, some as long as sixty miles, in which no water was available except 

muddy ponds. We had to wait all summer, too. 

The lucky Cherokee families in our camp at least had a blanket, which were of some use 

to the few Cherokees who had covered wagons but did little good for those who had to sleep out 

in the open in the rain. Many died of sickness before they could begin the journey westward. 

After 1838, the government allowed our chief, John Ross, to organize us for departure. After a 

miserable summer of heat and disease in the camp, our group meekly moved when the 

Americans herded us to the trailhead. No more bayonet points, at least. 

My name at that time was Usquuh-ne. My sister Quaki and I were orphans. I have no 

memory of our parents. I heard that I had an older brother, but I have never met him. Another 

family took care of Quaki and me. I do not remember who they were. All I remember is that I 

was very ill with measles. At least we did not have smallpox the way the Creek Indians did when 

they were forced to move west. The American General Scott required us to have smallpox 

vaccinations, a practice only recently invented in Europe. 

I truly believe the American soldiers did not want us to suffer, which would have only 

increased the amount of trouble they would have had in transporting us. I heard that the Georgia 

state militiamen were crazy and cruel. But the federal soldiers were not. General Scott made sure 

of this. 
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Chapter 3 

 

 Finally, we began to move. It was autumn and the rains had returned, creating mud but at 

least allowing the creeks to run and supply us with water for drinking and washing. The Army 

even provided what seemed to me like an unlimited supply of soap. I rode in the wagon that the 

United States government provided to the family that took care of me and my sister. Little 

children like us, and old people, rode in wagons, while the healthy adults walked. The wagon 

also had a pile of belongings, mostly blankets, for about ten families. In a feverish stupor, I 

understood very little of what I saw. 

A man, one of the Cherokees in charge of our contingent, came to me and announced that 

the older couple who were my caretakers were too ill to continue watching over my sister and 

me, and that he would try to find someone else. He did. He found someone, I did not know 

whom, to take care of Quaki. And for me, he found Mrs. Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit. Someone 

carried me to her wagon. She was slim and had kind eyes and red hair. She also had a little boy, 

three years old. I first saw her eight-year-old daughter Minerva when she looked over the side of 

the wagon at me. 

 Minerva’s face was a religious vision to me. I saw her through my fog of illness. Her red 

hair fell to her waist, and her large green eyes seemed to behold everything around her. She 

looked at me, keeping her distance. 

I was in love. I did not know that I was in love, since I was still too young. I was so 

enchanted by this girl that I tried to sit up so that I did not have to look at her sideways. 

 Her mother’s hand pushed me back down into the blanket. “Please rest, little Usquuh-ne,” 

said the woman. The wind stirred the leaves that were just beginning to be burnished with copper 

and gold—like the gold of the money that the Americans made off of our land, the copper of the 

pennies that they gave us for it. Minerva just kept looking at me. 

 “You’re white,” I said to Mrs. Pettit. “Why are you on the trail?” 

 “I have been told I could pass for white if I decided to leave the tribe and live in one of 

the American cities,” she said. “But I am Cherokee.” This was the language she spoke to me. 

“Just one of my ancestors, my great-grandmother, was full-blood Cherokee. I am of her clan, the 

Wolf Clan.” 

 I looked back at the girl. Mrs. Pettit followed my gaze. “This is my daughter Minerva,” 

she said. I said hello but Minerva was silent. The wind blew her hair across her face but did not 

conceal her large wise eyes. I could tell her father must have been fully white. That means that 

the girl had only one of sixteen Cherokee ancestors. Her dress was loose and flowed like the 

Grecian robes I had seen in school books. 

 “I will leave the two of you to get acquainted. Just don’t get too close to him, Minerva.” 

We Cherokees had an instinct that diseases spread by contagion, even though I was an old man 

by the time the news of Pasteur’s discoveries reached our part of the world. “Soon he will be 
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well enough to join us.” Elizabeth rose and went to another wagon, where she helped another 

woman. 

 I heard of girls named Minerva. It was not an uncommon name. I asked her, “Do you go 

by Minnie?” 

 Minerva stared at me in horror, her eyes becoming only more beautiful. “I am Minerva,” 

she said. “The Roman goddess of wisdom. Nobody calls me Minnie.” 

 “Forgive me,” I said. “I will not make that mistake again.” 

 “Of course not. If you might be needing anything, just call out, Minerva! There are lots of 

Minnies, but I am the only girl here who will answer to Minerva.” 
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Chapter 4 

 

 And then one day I awoke and felt fine. My strength had returned and my mind was 

clear. And I was hungry. I smelled food. 

 “Oh, look who’s sitting up,” said Mrs. Pettit. “Can I get you some breakfast?” 

 “What is it?” I asked. 

 “Bacon and cornbread.” 

 Minerva popped up into my field of vision. “Or you can have what I’m having,” she said. 

 “What’s that?” 

 “Bacon and cornbread,” she answered, with a smile in her eyes. 

 “That’s all there is, morning and night,” said Mrs. Pettit. “The commissary man bought 

some fresh beef for us one time, but he’s kind of slow, and the beef spoiled. You could smell it a 

mile down the trail. If we go off the trail looking for nuts to eat—hickory nuts, walnuts, or 

chestnuts—the riders might think we are trying to escape.” 

 I had forgotten how good bacon was. I had lived mostly on cornbread during my illness 

and had thrown most of it up. When I returned from the bushes where I relieved myself, Mrs. 

Pettit handed me a change of clothes that my previous caretakers provided. 

 “Minerva, show Usquuh-ne where he can wash.” Then she said to me, “We leave pretty 

soon so don’t dawdle.” 

 I took the clothes and a small bar of Army lye soap. Minerva stood like a statue as she 

looked downhill. She glanced back over her shoulder to make sure that I followed her. She 

grabbed a stout branch, held it back, and pointed to a little pool of water with slight ripples on its 

surface. Sweet-smelling spicebushes surrounded it. I stripped off my mud-saturated clothes and 

jumped into the water, rubbing the bar of soap all over me. I lathered my hair and dunked my 

head. When I lifted my head, I saw Minerva slip off her dress. She stood proudly naked in front 

of me. I was once again flooded by what was not yet sexual desire. She slipped into the water 

and began lathering herself. When she saw me watching her, she splashed some water in my 

face. 

 “My mother says someday soon I will have to stop bathing with boys, even with my 

brother, and go with the other girls,” Minerva said. “I don’t want to grow up.” She climbed out 

of the water. I was still looking at her. 

 “How old are you?” I asked. 

 “Eight,” she said, slipping into her loose dress. It clung to her skin as she tugged it on. 

 “I’m ten. You’ve got a few years before you have to grow up,” I said. 

 “Not enough,” she said. “Some of the girls get married at thirteen.” 

 “Well, enjoy the next five years,” I said, proud of my arithmetic. 

Minerva frowned. “Why are you looking at me?” 

 “I’ve never seen such white skin before.” 

 She held her hand out to me, right in front of my face. I looked at the fine, firm skin. 
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“I always thought that white skin was some kind of disease. Leprosy,” I said, using the 

English word. “As in the Bible.” 

“Never saw that disease,” she said, drawing back her hand and wringing out her hair. 

“I’ve seen smallpox and whooping cough. Now I’ve seen measles. White man’s diseases. But 

my skin,” she said, standing with her hands on her hips, “is perfect.” 

I looked down and was suddenly aware of my nakedness, like Adam in the Garden. 
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Chapter 5 

 

 “Like Adam in the Garden of Eden,” said the preacher. He stood in a clearing near one of 

the towns through which we passed. Our leaders always had us camp on private land, whose 

owners were well paid, away from town. But this time we were only a couple of miles out of 

town. There was no way to stop the young men from getting whiskey from traders who followed 

us. We had no money—it was to be disbursed to us at journey’s end—but a young man would 

trade his blanket or soap for a little booze, and then just expect the women to share their soap and 

blankets with them when they came back. There were also some young women who drank. They 

had something of their own to share with the traders in return for the drink. 

 “Yes, just like Adam,” the preacher repeated to those of us who sat in a circle as the 

preacher strutted around the campfire. I could smell his odor as he passed, and the grease of his 

forehead reflected the firelight. Minerva scrunched up her nose at him. 

 The preacher continued, “The Cherokee were children of the forest, living in naked 

innocence. But this could not continue. It was the will of the Great Spirit that Adam and Eve 

should come out of the Garden. Eve tempted Adam to eat of the fruit, and he ate of it. Once God 

drove them out of the Garden, He had them to make UNTO themselves clothing and begin the 

holy work of clearing away the trees and beginning civilization. And this is what the white man 

has done for the Cherokee, for you, by bringing you out of your forested homeland and into a 

land that can be subdued into farm and city.” 

The preacher said more, but my English was not good, and much of what I just quoted 

was translated for me by John Anderson, an older boy I had recently befriended. John, like me 

mostly of Cherokee blood, was a brilliant young man of fifteen. He knew about cities and 

nakedness and the Bible. As people stirred around and talked after the preacher finished, I sat off 

to the side with John and Minerva.  

 “What a bunch of hog shit,” John said to us. My ears tingled with his language, and I 

grinned as I looked at Minerva. She had a slight, wise smile, as if John had used precisely the 

correct word. 

 “The Bible,” continued John, speaking Cherokee, “presents the expulsion of Adam and 

Eve from the Garden as a curse, not as His will. I expect any of the religious people who heard 

him knew that and recognized the dog shit that he was preaching. Of course, most of the people 

didn’t understand a word he said. They just wanted to watch him act like a strange animal. 

 “And that horse shit about naked innocence,” John continued. I wondered how long a list 

of animals he would use. “Anyone who has heard the old stories knows that innocence is not 

what we had before the whites came. We did not destroy God’s good Earth, but we were not 

innocent. We certainly weren’t naked. These whites...” 

 John turned and looked at Minerva. “Sorry,” he said. 

 “My heart is red,” said Minerva. 

 “Like some of the white men who fought alongside Tsiyu Gansini,” said John. 
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 “Who was that?” asked Minerva, brushing back her red hair. Her green eyes looked gray 

in the glow of the campfire. 

 “The last Cherokee warrior, back in 1792,” said John. “After Tsiyu Gansini, all Cherokee 

men just obediently tended their farms and stores and hoped that the whites did not kick them 

around like hound dogs. 

 “And that bear shit about the white people doing God’s will by pushing the Cherokees 

out of the forest,” continued John. “The white man’s religion is just a tool for stealing our land. 

And stealing other things,” he said, looking back over at the preacher. 

 The preacher smiled into the faces of three young Cherokee women. “How beautiful 

upon the mountains,” the preacher said, Biblical phrases rolling off his tongue, “are the feet of 

them who bringeth good tidings. And here, those beautiful feet are shod in moccasins, I see. Oh, 

in your flawless forms come rich blessings, indeed. I see,” he said to one half-blood girl, “that 

your family has been blessed by white blood, the blood of a wise white man who could recognize 

the beauty of the dusky women.” 

The girls giggled. 

“And the wise white men, who come into the blessed acquaintance of the savage women, 

have gifts for them.” The preacher pulled a beautiful ivory comb out of his pocket. “Gifts like 

this, and more.” 

He waved the comb gently in front of the face of the prettiest young lady. 

“I am sent by the Lord,” he said. “A worker deserves his wages when he plows the fields 

of the Lord ripe UNTO harvest. I have given you the Word of Righteousness. Will you not give 

me something in return? Something of which each of you has an unlimited amount. And I will 

include this comb, as well, for the first of you to come UNTO me.” 

“Who does that man think he is?” I asked John. 

“He thinks he is the very, very Reverend John Schermerhorn,” said John, spitting in 

disgust. “He was the one who pushed the Treaty Party leaders to sign the Treaty of New Echota 

in ’35. He is the one UNTO whose voice the Great White Father Andrew Jackson listened.” 

“Why is he here?” I asked. “He must be rich enough. He can’t expect to make much 

money by selling whiskey or something...” 

“Oh, little Usquuh-ne, there is something else he wants, and he thinks he can get it here. 

You are too young to understand...” 

“Young I am, but I understand the facts of the case,” I said. 

One of the girls said to Schermerhorn, “Squaynooyaunah.” The girls laughed. 

Squaynooyaunah literally means “devil’s horn.” This was the Cherokee name that the 

women gave to this preacher, who was famous for trying to seduce Cherokee women. 

“So that’s the famous Devil Horn,” I said. 

“Yes, and he probably thinks the girls mean the name as a compliment.” 

Devil Horn smiled at the young women. He reached for the hand of one of them. She 

slapped him, and they all scattered back into the camp, giggling. 
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“You’ll be back,” he said. “You know that a white man’s bloodline will give your 

children social status, just as it has to the Hicks, Ross, and Vann families. You all realize,” he 

continued, speaking to an imaginary gaggle of Cherokee girls, “that the days in which your 

swarthy braves run through the forest will soon be gone.” 

“Those days are already gone,” John muttered, after he translated Schermerhorn’s words. 

“They’ve been gone since the days of Nancy Ward.” 

I said to John, “Minerva is a descendant of Nancy Ward.” 

“Really?” John turned to look at Minerva. 

She nodded silently. 

“Minerva’s family is taking care of me until I get to the west,” I said. 

“What will you do then?” asked John, leaning back against a tree trunk. 

“I don’t know. I’m an orphan. I heard that a family is waiting to adopt me. The Hicks 

family.” 

“Don’t count on it,” said John. “Records are mixed up, and nothing is going according to 

plan on this trip. If we see any of our money when we get west, I’ll be surprised. And, of course, 

we’re minors so we can’t get the money directly. Some white man will probably take care of it 

for us. Take care of it, the same way Squaynooyaunah takes care of the Cherokee girls.” 

“Maybe they’ll let Mrs. Pettit adopt me,” I said. 

“In which case,” said John, “Miss Minerva will be your sister. Then you couldn’t marry 

her.” 
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Chapter 6 

 

 Minerva wore her other dress, this one of patterned gingham, as Mrs. Pettit sewed up the 

rips in the dress Minerva had been wearing. 

 “Minerva, you need to be more careful, running around in the woods,” she said. “You 

keep ripping your dress. It’s lucky that I was all packed when the soldiers came. At least I wasn’t 

one of the ones sent to the encampment with only the clothes on their backs. I brought pots and 

pans and my sewing box. But there’s only so many times you can sew up a dress. Pretty soon the 

dress has more thread than fabric. Minerva?” Mrs. Pettit looked around. Minerva had vanished. 

Mrs. Pettit turned to me. “Where did she go?” 

 “I’ll go find her,” I said. 
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Chapter 7 

 

“That’s exactly where you ripped your other dress,” I said to Minerva when I found her. 

She was standing on a horizontal limb, looking into a tree-hole. Her robe-like dress had a tear in 

it that exposed part of her right hip. “How’d you do that?” 

 “Catclaw briar,” she said. 

 Mrs. Pettit had tried to get Minerva to wear an apron, and that didn’t work. Then she tried 

a pinafore. That didn’t work either. At least Minerva wore moccasins. 

“Your mother...” 

 Minerva turned her head and l looked into my eyes. She said nothing, but I knew she 

wanted me to be silent. Then she resumed looking into the hole. 

 “What’s in there?” I asked. 

 “I don’t know yet,” she said. “There’s only one way to find out.” She reached in. 

 “There might be a snake in there!” I yelled. 

 “Or a squirrel,” she said. “Or nunnehi.” 

 “You mean, the little people?” 

 She looked at me again with intensity in her green eyes. “I have seen them.” Then a 

moment later, she said, “You don’t believe me.” 

 “Not yet,” I said. “Show me one and I will.” 

 She pulled out a snake. 

 I leapt back. 

 “See, here’s one right now,” she said. 

 “That’s a black snake,” I said. “You’re lucky it wasn’t a rattler. If you just reach in like 

that, you can get a bad bite.” 

 “Or I could get bit on the ankle when I’m just walking on the road,” she responded. “Life 

is full of risks.” The snake coiled and writhed. She held it behind its skull. 

 Then Minerva continued. “You know, some snakes, they will keep snapping at you even 

after you cut their heads off. They got the poison right there in their heads, so a snake head, by 

itself, can kill a man.” She jumped down from the limb and held the snake out to me. It was 

beautiful, the way it glistened. “The mother snake defends her nest by biting intruders. But when 

she does, she holds back a little bit of the poison, in case she needs to use it later. Once the head 

is cut off, she has no reason to hold back any longer, and the head just goes plumb crazy 

snapping at you. And she—I mean, her head—might just keep her eggs safe that way.” 

 “Makes sense,” I said. “How did you learn that?” 

 “The nunnehi told me.” 

 “They’ve never told me.” 

 “They never tell you anything,” said Minerva, who let the snake go. It slithered into the 

first fallen leaves. I heard Mrs. Pettit calling us. The wagon train was about to get back on the 

road. 

 “I heard that some preachers handle live snakes in church,” I said. 
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Chapter 8 

 

 “And Je-zuz promised,” said preacher Schermerhorn, “that the disciples could handle 

deadly snakes and would not be harmed.” He built another campfire when we stopped the next 

night. 

 “You maybe going to show us?” called out John Anderson, in English. 

 “Young man, I will not tempt the Lord.” The preacher turned to John. “What Je-zuz 

meant was, He would protect us. Who knows how many deadly snakes we have encountered 

without knowing it, and they slithered away from us? This is the power of Je-zuz that I offer 

UNTO you.” Schermerhorn turned away from John and was ready to resume talking. 

 “Some of us Cherokees can handle snakes too,” said Minerva. I didn’t know she could 

speak English that well. 

 Schermerhorn turned back and looked at her. His eyes went right to the rip in her dress. 

 “The sons of darkness can handle the serpents of the Evil One,” he said. “Stay away from 

such men, little girl.” 

 “I can handle snakes.” 

 Schermerhorn didn’t know what to say. “Well,” he stammered, “I will admit you do not 

seem very much like a child of darkness. What did you say your name was?” 

 “I didn’t.” 

 “We Cherokees have powers you can scarcely imagine,” John told the preacher. 

 Afterward, I talked with John. “John, you are full of...” 

 “I know, Usquuh-ne. I’m full of wildcat shit. About Cherokee snake handlers.” 

 “Funny thing is, John. Minerva really can handle snakes, like she said. I saw her.” 
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Chapter 9 

 

 I usually walked along with the wagon, not far from Mrs. Pettit. Neither of us knew, at 

any moment in time, where Minerva was. Mrs. Pettit had her hands full with little Franklin and, 

once in a while, a visit from her oldest boy, Andrew. 

 Then, one time, Minerva and I slipped into the forest. We looked at everything, from 

buckeye seeds to bur oak caps, from hollow stumps to the shells of dead turtles, from the 

withered tissues of what had once been edible wood ear mushrooms to doe scat. Sometimes she 

ran and I followed her, grabbing her arm or waist. We often fell into the leaves, laughing. 

 One time, we ran across the top of a slope. Leaves covered the ground and hid a loose 

stone. I stepped on the stone, fell, and tumbled downhill. I tried to stop myself, but all I could 

grab were loose leaves. I did not stop until I was at the bottom. When I gathered my senses, I 

saw Minerva beside me, standing with very firm feet, a serious look on her face. 

“You should be careful out here in the forest,” Minerva told me. 

 “So should you,” I answered, sitting up and brushing myself off. 

 “I know the forest,” she said. “I know exactly what I’m doing. But you? You don’t know 

your way around. Like just now, slipping on that rock.” 

 “I know the forest at least as well as you do.” 

  “You might go out in the forest and break a bone. You’ll probably die.” 

 “That won’t happen.” 

“Or you might get lost and freeze overnight. You’ll probably die.” 

“I won’t get lost.” 

“Or you might run into a bear. Between a mother bear and her cubs. You’ll probably 

die.” 

“Wrong time of year for cubs. And anyway, bears usually stay away from people.” 

“Or you might fall into a pond...” 

“Minerva, I know all about the forest.” 

“Very well. Then tell me something I don’t know.” 

Right then, a big woodpecker flew up into the tall branches. It pressed its body against 

the bough, as if hiding, but showed its red head. 

“I know a story about talala that you probably don’t know.” 

“Let’s hear it.” 

I gathered my memories. “If you stand right next to a tree, very, very still, talala won’t 

know that you are not a tree.” 

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard, Usquuh-ne.” 

“No, really. They will land right on your head. And they might even start pecking. They 

might even peck your eyes out, if you stay perfectly still the way a hunter or warrior does.” 

“Peck your eyes out? You’re a liar, Usquuh-ne.” 
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“No, my cousin’s dad told me. He had one eye that had been injured and the lids were 

always closed. It happened to him.” 

“He probably got drunk, got in a fight, and lost his eye that way.” 

“But he told me...” 

“When did he tell you this?” 

“When I was a little boy.” 

“You’re still a little boy.” 

“I mean, a little little boy.” 

Minerva sighed. “You’re just a little boy, but I guess I’ll have to trust you.” 

“You can trust me. To do what?” 

“To protect me. There’s strange people in this group. When they look at you, they just 

see a little boy. I wish that, when they look at me, they would just see a little girl.” 

“You mean, like the preacher?” 

“Not just him, and not just for my body,” she said. “When we first started on the journey, 

I saw a man talking with Mom. They acted like they knew each other pretty well, but she was not 

happy to see him.” 

“Who was he?” 

“I don’t know, but I think he was my father. You see, Usquuh-ne, I am as fatherless as 

you are. There is more than one way to be fatherless. Besides,” she continued, “what is this place 

we are going to? I don’t like to admit this, but I’ll tell you. I’m scared, Usquuh-ne. The grown-

ups call this place The Darkening Land.” 

“That just means it is west of here, where the sun goes down.” 

“I think they mean something more.” 

“Maybe. You know about the Earth turning like a rolling ball, don’t you?” 

She was silent. 

“You mean, your mother didn’t tell you? Haven’t you been to school?” 

“Of course. How else would I have known that Minerva was a Roman goddess?” 

“Didn’t they teach you about the heavens?” I asked. 

“Mom just said the stars were very, very far away,” she said. 

“Well, that’s a start. Anyway, the Earth turns toward the East, which makes it look like 

the sun moves toward the west. The sun doesn’t move; it’s the Earth.” 

“So, how do you know all of this? School?” she asked. 

“No. Actually, my cousin told me before he moved out west,” I answered. 

“The one with the eye that talala supposedly pecked out? You had me believing you for a 

moment, little Usquuh-ne.” 

“No, a different one. His name is Nathan Hicks. His father is also named Nathan. They 

are in the family that plans to adopt me. Young Nathan’s grandfather was Charles Hicks, who 

died before I was born. A little bit before.” 

“You mean, Charles Hicks, the famous chief?” 
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“That’s him. He had a big house and a big plantation and even glass windows. He had 

lots of books, Nathan said. So, he read all the things that the European scientists wrote. All about 

the Earth and the sun.” 

“What makes you so sure they are right?” 

“I think they’re right about this,” I said, touching her shoulder. 

I just meant to reassure her that, whatever the dangers of this journey, the Darkening 

Land would be no worse than our homeland. But she grabbed me and pressed herself against me. 

I held her tightly, just as I would many years later when we married. I felt her trembling. 

“Will you watch out for me?” she said. 

“I will. And will you watch out for me?” 

She pulled back and stared closely into my eyes. “I already do,” she said. 
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Chapter 10 

 

 We came within sight of the Ohio River. It was winter and very cold. The trees were bare 

and snow covered the ground. All the creeks were frozen, but at least we could melt snow to 

drink. 

 We prepared to continue on the road down to Berry’s Ferry, where a flatboat—

commissioned by the Army at great expense—was to take us, a few at a time, over to the Illinois 

side of the river. One of Elizabeth’s cousins came riding up, however, and told us that it was 

impossible to cross. The river was totally frozen over, and the ferry could not operate. We all had 

to camp right where we were. Elizabeth talked with her cousin a little, then came back to the 

wagon, where Minerva and I waited. 

 “How long do we have to wait?” I asked. 

 “Usually, the river is open, more or less,” said Mrs. Pettit, who sat in the wagon, her 

blanket around her shoulders. “The top of a lake freezes, but not the bottom. Rivers are always 

flowing and seldom completely freeze. Spring is months away, but we hope the river will open 

up by next week.” 

 “Why can’t we just carry our stuff over?” I asked. “The ice will support us.” 

 “Mother,” said Minerva, “fix this little boy some cornbread and bacon. He must be 

hungry. That’s why he’s saying such ridiculous things.” 

 “What’s ridiculous about it?” I protested. 

 Elizabeth looked at me with gentle pity. “And the wagons? They can’t cross, with the big 

chunks of ice in the way, and the thin ice between the chunks would never support the weight of 

a wagon.” 

 “Oh,” I said. 

 “Usquuh-ne and I will go down to the river and take a look,” said Minerva. “I mean, 

we’ve got nothing else to do.” 

 “Well,” said Mrs. Pettit. “The river is right down the road. You stay warm.” 

 “We’ll keep moving, and you’ll feed us when we come back,” said Minerva. “It’ll do us 

good.” 

 “There will be Cherokees camping all along the way,” said Mrs. Pettit, “so you can’t get 

lost, and help will never be far away. Go ahead. Don’t be too long. I’m feeling really bad, and I 

won’t be able to come for you. I’ll fix dinner, then I just want to sit under the blankets and stay 

warm.” 

 Minerva whispered to her mother, “What’s wrong?” 

 “I’ll probably get over it,” said Mrs. Pettit. She pulled the blanket closer. “I feel a fever 

coming on.” Her face flushed, and she coughed. “The sort of thing everybody has.” 

 Minerva and I were soon down by the river. The ice crammed against the flatboat. The 

river was totally white. 
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 “That’s not very far!” I said, pointing at trees across the water. “No wider than a 

vegetable garden.” 

 “That’s not the Illinois shore,” said Minerva. “That’s just an island in the river.” 

 “Oh. How do you know?” 

 “Look over there.” Minerva pointed down the river. “See how wide it is downstream? 

There must be the rest of the river on the other side of these trees.” 

 “Oh. Guess you’re right.” 

 I am not sure why I did what I did next. I walked out onto the river. Maybe I wanted to 

show off to Minerva. But mainly I wanted to explore the peaks and valleys of ice. I knew the ice 

was fractured, but in a moment of carelessness, I stepped on a bit of floating snow between two 

large chunks of ice. Instantly, I submerged in the extremely cold water. 

 By the time somebody pulled me out, I was nearly senseless from the cold. I was aware 

of some adults pulling me onto dry land and covering me in blankets. Then I saw Minerva 

standing not very far away. She was wet and shivering. One lock of hair was frozen. I then knew 

she was the one who pulled me out of the river. She carefully stepped over to me, hugging 

herself. 

 “M...mi...nerva...” I began. 

 “I said I would watch out for you,” she said. 

 Right then, John ran up. He offered to bring me whiskey. He said it would warm me up. I 

usually trusted everything John says, but not about whiskey. 

 “You should get this little boy home,” John said to Minerva. 

 I was trembling with cold and unstable on my feet. Minerva put my arm around her 

shoulder and helped me stand up. I could feel the smiling faces, John’s and everybody else’s. I 

tried to walk by myself, but could not. 

 When we got to the wagon, Mrs. Pettit was not there. 

 “Mother!” screamed Minerva. 

 One of her mother’s Hilderbrand cousins rode up. “There you are! Been a-lookin’ for 

y’all. What happened to y’all? Yore all wet, and so is...is this the little boy traveling with yore 

mother? You need to get into some dry clothes. Now.” 

 “Where’s my mother?” yelled Minerva. 

 “She done got sick.” 

 “Where is she?” 

 It was beginning to sleet, and the wind was strong. Mr. Hilderbrand said, “Too cold for 

her out here, no matter a campfire, no matter how many blankets. I couldn’t do nothin’ about it, 

so many responsibilities ‘round here. But the assistant commissary man rode up and said he’d 

take her. I wanted to tell him No, but there wasn’t much alternative but to let him. We got her up 

on his horse. She bent forward, but he mounted behind her and held her on the saddle. Not side-

saddle, not lady-like, but this here’s no place for formalities. He rode her down to the Rock.” 

 “The Rock?” I asked. 
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 “There’s a great big rock down on a side trail. A big natural arch, sandstone, I think. At 

least she’s outta the wind down there.” Elizabeth’s cousin turned toward someone who was 

calling his name. 

 “We have to go find her,” said Minerva. 

 “Go downhill,” said Mr. Hilderbrand. “You cain’t miss it. Then git some dry clothes on!” 

 Minerva ran through the snow and slipped over rocks and sticks, and I stumbled behind 

her. She waited for me. Then we found another trail which led, sure enough, down to a big rock 

depression. In the back there was a big stone cliff. In front of the cliff, there was a stone arch, 

bigger than any I have ever seen built by human hands. It formed an imperfect shelter from the 

sleet, because there was a gap of a few feet between the rock and the arch. Still, it was the next 

best thing to a building for protection from the gathering storm. 

 Except for the huddled people, it would have been a beautiful sight. A shimmer of green 

life clung to the rock surfaces that got some sunlight. A big maple tree, I think it was, grew 

straight and tall through the widest part of the gap. Sick people crouched everywhere under the 

shelter. We would not have been able to tell which one was Minerva’s mother, had she not been 

the one actually propped up against the maple tree. 

 “Mother!” cried Minerva as she ran to her, almost tripping over the other bodies. I 

followed. 

 “Minnie,” her mother mumbled. I winced, knowing how much Minerva hated that name. 

But Minerva’s face showed no sign of anything but concern for her mother. 

 “Mother, what’s wrong?” 

 “How in blazes am I supposed to know?” she said, without opening her eyes. “Just sick, 

that’s all. Can’t eat. I’ll get better. I’m being watched over. Won’t do you any good to be here. 

All these sick folks. You’ll catch whatever I’ve got, or they’ve got, unless you get back to the 

wagon.” 

 “I’ll check on you real often,” said Minerva. 

 “Look around the other wagons for Franklin,” said Elizabeth. “Our friends’ll look after 

him, but you two have to act like older children now. You have to cook for yourself and keep 

yourselves warm. Now, go on, get away from this place.” 

 “Yes, Mother,” said Minerva. I was as proud as she that Elizabeth had considered us to 

not be “little ones” any more. We stepped over the people and through the fog of illness and piles 

of excrement. One or two of the bodies were dead, I was sure, but there was little more either I or 

the girl who had become my important friend could do. 

 We stood behind our wagon. We dug out dry clothes, pulled off our wet ones, and 

dressed again. We even found dry coats. 

 That first night, Minerva and I sat by our campfire, huddled in blankets. We ate, put away 

the pots, and relieved ourselves in the trenches dug just outside the camp. Then suddenly, 

Minerva looked into my eyes with a fierce seriousness. 

 “Usquuh-ne,” she said. “You have to be brave.” 

 “I am,” I responded. 
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 “I will take care of you,” she said. 

 “I’ll take care of you, too,” I said. 

 “Boys and men need us women to take care of them,” Minerva whispered. 

 “What?” 

 “Come over here,” she said. “Time to sleep. We have to keep each other warm.” 

 “So, you want me to...” 

 “Just lay with me,” Minerva said. “Don’t do anything like those filthy grown-ups. Just 

hold me. I’ll keep you warm.” 

 We laid our blankets together, then reclined on them, pulling the others over us. 

 “Wish we could put warm rocks under us, but I’m too tired to get them,” said Minerva. 

“Now, I am going to lie on top of you. I will keep you warm. And brave.” 

 As she rolled on top of me, I could feel her body was very cold, and she trembled 

violently. As the minutes passed, I could tell she was not getting any warmer or trembling any 

less. She did not object when I rolled over on top of her. After a few minutes, she stopped 

trembling, and her breathing, upon my neck, became slow and regular. 

 For the next two weeks, everything remained the same. Minerva and I cooked bacon and 

cornbread and we melted snow. We nestled together when we slept. I could not fall asleep until I 

felt her breath become calm. We went down to the river, which remained frozen, until at last 

little flashes of blue showed between the chunks of ice. 

 One day, when we went down to visit Elizabeth, we saw a man in an army uniform 

crouching beside her and talking to her. She kept her eyes closed as he spoke. We came up close, 

behind his back, but could not hear what he was saying. When he rose, we hid behind a rock so 

that he would not see us as he left. 

 “How do you feel?” Minerva asked when we got to Elizabeth. 

 Elizabeth then opened her eyes. “I’m feeling better,” she said. “I think by tomorrow I 

shall rejoin you.” 

 “Just in time,” I said, watching the army man walk slowly up the trail past other 

miserable campers. “Ice is breaking up a little.” 

 “I feel sorry for the people who just arrived here under the Rock,” said Elizabeth. “After 

us early arrivals mucked it all up for them. And then they will have to get up and continue the 

march without having a chance to recover.” 

 “Mother, who was that man?” 

 “The one who was talking to me? He’s the one who brought me here to the rock shelter. I 

never looked at him. I never spoke to him. He said he was the angel that rescued me.” 

 Minerva and I looked up at the army man just as he vanished over the rise. “An angel?” 

asked Minerva. 

 “He is no angel,” said Elizabeth, finally opening her eyes and looking at us. 

 “Then who is he?” demanded Minerva. 

 “He’s your father.”  
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Chapter 11 

 

We finally crossed the Ohio, and camped next to frozen cypress swamps in southern 

Illinois. 

One evening not long thereafter, John, Minerva, and I listened to Schermerhorn again. He 

was, after all, the only entertainment. There were no Cherokee dances. Most of the Cherokee 

flutes and rattles probably got left behind in Tennessee. Schermerhorn said pretty much the same 

things as before. John and I got bored and left Minerva in the little crowd of listeners. 

“The guys said they were going to bring some whiskey, and let me have a little,” said 

John. “Want to come?” 

I started to go with him, but I had a feeling that I should go back and check on Minerva. 

John went with me. By this time, only Minerva remained in the circle of firelight as Devil Horn 

preached. He gave her his full attention. He spoke quietly to her and I could not hear what he 

said. 

“I don’t like the look of this,” I told John. 

“You know Minnie,” said John. “She will probably find some way to make him look like 

an idiot. She’s pretty smart.” 

“The goddess of wisdom,” I said. “I think I’d like to watch what she does. You with me?” 

“And give up the whiskey?” said John. “No, you can tell me about it later.” 

As I walked quietly toward the preacher’s campfire, now surrounded by the shades of 

night, I saw him motion toward the door of his wagon. It was covered and a lamp glowed inside. 

I had never seen Minerva like this. She followed him inside as if in a trance. I told myself that 

she was playing along with him, all the better to turn the tables on him. Watch out, Devil Horn, 

when this little girl unleashes her wisdom on you! 

Minerva and Devil Horn were inside the wagon. I could see his shadow towering over her 

seated form. I sneaked up to where I could see inside. I was so afraid that I almost started to cry. 

I had sworn to protect Minerva, but at ten years old, rescuing maidens was not something I was 

prepared to do. I tried to tell myself that Minerva was the one who would prevail over the evil, 

but stupid, white man. 

Schermerhorn said to Minerva, “What is a white girl doing here on the Trail?” 

Minerva looked into his eyes as if hypnotized and said nothing. 

“You are white, aren’t you?” 

Minerva shook her head almost imperceptibly. No. 

“Oh, you’re one of those,” the preacher said. “Some of those mixed-bloods can be just as 

stubborn as the full-bloods. 

“Well,” Schermerhorn continued, “in that case, it seems that God has sent a treasure my 

way. And such a treasure! Your skin is like alabaster. Do you speak English?” 

Minerva nodded. No. I was terrified, but for a moment I smiled. She could not be totally 

hypnotized if she could lie to him. And Schermerhorn did not realize that she lied to him. 
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The preacher continued, “So, I could just say nonsense syllables UNTO you, for all the 

difference it might make. But I won’t, because I want to hear my own words during this holy 

time. Yes, it is holy. Your skin is alabaster, you wear the gown of an angel under your coat...” 

You sumbitch, I mumbled to myself. I had learned that word only last week from John. It 

was in English and I didn’t know what it meant. It isn’t the gown of an angel. It is the gown of a 

goddess, I wanted to tell him. 

“Your body is holy,” he said. 

You’re right about that. 

“Let me show you how holy it is,” Devil Horn said. “Here, lie down on my bed.” He led 

Minerva to his bed and gently pushed her down. He left the door ajar, and I scampered up to look 

inside. It was at this moment that I became really alarmed. Devil Horn began to lift her dress. I 

expected to see terror in her eyes, but I saw hatred. 

“Move your legs apart just a little. That’s right. Now lift your knees up. There we go. 

These,” he said, touching her, “are your private lips. In between those lips—oh, yours are so 

soft—is the passageway that enters into the Holy of Holies. Any man who enters into this 

passageway of a woman is blessed by God beyond any other blessing, especially if it is a clean 

and virgin passageway such as yours. And here,” he said, moving his finger, “is where your 

brown wastes come out. In most people this place is disgusting, but in you, it is so tender and 

clean. 

“Ah, but in between the lips and the waste hole is also holy ground. It is where a man, an 

upright man with a head that cannot see, could stand, and be overwhelmed by the beauty around 

him. It is called the vestibule. Just like in a church.” I was totally unfamiliar with the word at the 

time. “No, not one of our little backwoods churches...” He was feeling around her crotch. “But 

one of the great cathedrals of Europe. Oh, I have seen them, with their lofty ceilings and the 

glass windows of so many colors! I felt awe as I stood there. Well, that is what the little man 

feels when he stands in a woman’s vestibule also. It is God Himself Who has invited me to visit 

yours. I do not know how I could have merited such a privilege.” 

Minerva continued to stare in hatred but did not move or call out. 

It was then that I noticed his pistol on a little table by the door. I realized it probably was 

not ready to use, probably no bullet, powder, or wadding, and almost certainly not cocked. I 

knew one had to cock the hammer, but I had never learned how. 

“Shall I let my little man visit your vestibule? Your Holy of Holies is too small for my 

little man right now, but he can explore the vestibule. No answer? No objection?” 

He had just started to unbutton his pants when I threw the door open and lurched for the 

gun. I picked it up and aimed at his heart. At the devil’s black heart. In his surprise, his knee hit 

the lampstand. The lamp fell and crashed.  In the momentary flash of fire, Minerva saw my face. 

I cocked the hammer and pulled the trigger. Devil Horn shouted in pain. I reached for where I 

knew Minerva’s hand had to be. I dropped the gun and pulled Minerva through the door and into 

the clean night. We hid in the trees as people rushed to Schermerhorn’s wagon. 

“Somebody shot me in the foot!” he whined. 
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But that was not the worst of his problems. The lamp had briefly gone out. One little 

flame lit the kerosene, and soon the whole wagon was aflame. When soldiers arrived, they pulled 

Schermerhorn out of his wagon. 

“My journal!” the preacher wailed. 

John had been following me. He came up behind me and Minerva and said, “Journal? It’s 

probably the little book he writes his feminine conquests in. If he has any. Bet he doesn’t want 

anybody else to find that, if it survives the flames. 

“Say...” John approached the burning wagon. “I wonder what else he has in there?” There 

was a loud explosion. “That was his little stock of gunpowder. And look here!” He ran up to the 

back entrance to the wagon and started pulling out bottles of whiskey and tossing them on the 

ground. “Hey, Usquuh-ne. We got plenty of whiskey now. Sure you don’t want some? Oh, hi, 

Minerva.” 

I grabbed Minerva’s hand again and pulled her back in the direction that I thought our 

wagon was. We were in complete darkness when I stopped. I embraced her. She clung to me. I 

whispered into her ear, “Why did you let him do that to you? You are the last person I would 

expect to let him touch you.” 

Minerva wept. “Usquuh-ne, I can’t explain it. I was going to let him touch me, just once, 

then scream and start hitting him. You know,” she sobbed, “so that everyone would see what 

kind of man he was. But there was something in his voice and in his eyes. Preachers can do that, 

make people forget themselves, forget who they are or where they are. Reverend Bushyhead can 

do that too, in the middle of a sermon, only he is a good man.” Jesse Bushyhead was our most 

esteemed Cherokee preacher. “I guess I wasn’t as strong as I thought I was.” 

“You’re only eight years old,” I reminded her. 

“It can happen to women, too,” she said. “I hear about these things from the other girls. 

It’s even worse with women, who have these nasty grown-up feelings. I was ready to...but I just 

couldn’t move. 

“Usquuh-ne,” she continued, “I asked you to watch out for me. You did. I will never 

forget what you did. But I never want to talk about this again. It is our secret. Do you swear to 

keep it a secret?” 

“I think your mother should know about it...” 

“I especially don’t want her to know. She will tell the cousins, and they will tell the army, 

and a whole big mess will get started. And it will be my word...” 

“And mine!” 

“They will think you are just protecting me,” said Minerva. “We are special friends and 

everybody knows it.” 

“You’re right about that,” I said. 

“It’s our word against Devil Horn’s. Now, who is going to believe us? Maybe some of 

the Cherokees. Maybe all of the Cherokees. But Devil Horn will not get in trouble for it. Our 

leaders have no legal right to accuse him. Besides, Usquuh-ne, I don’t think I could get the words 

out. I would feel such shame...” 
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“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I should not have said. 

“You don’t understand anything, do you?” Minerva said loudly enough that anyone could 

have heard her. She breathed heavily as she spoke. “I said I wouldn’t be able to get the words 

out. I’m having trouble even talking to you about it right now, and I won’t be able to talk to you 

about it ever again. I just want this journey to be over so we can start our new lives. Then I’ll 

never see Devil Horn again. Then I can go back to being a little girl.” 
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Chapter 12 

 

 The next morning, at breakfast, Minerva would not say a word, and her expressions 

revealed nothing that had happened. 

 “Usquuh-ne,” Mrs. Pettit said, stirring a small pot. “I’ll say again how glad I am that you 

brought Minerva back safe. It was a wild night out there in the fire.” 

 “Yes, it was, ma’am.” I shoved twigs into the fire to keep the pot of corn mush bubbling. 

 “I was so worried about you when I heard those shots. We can’t be too safe, not with 

people like Squaynooyaunah around. I assumed the gunshot was from one of the groups of 

young men who got drunk, but then I heard it was the preacher’s wagon. I heard he shot himself 

in the foot. He must have knocked over his lamp to start the fire. Then I heard a second shot.” 

 “It was the gunpowder in the preacher’s wagon.” 

 She laughed as she spooned mush onto a metal plate. “Such a stupid man. Good thing the 

fire didn’t spread very far,” Mrs. Pettit said. “Nothing happened to you, did it?” Mrs. Pettit 

looked at her daughter. 

 Silence. Minerva could not meet her mother’s eyes. 

Even as she continued to talk, Mrs. Pettit continued to look into her daughter’s eyes. “We 

can’t get away from here too soon. Maybe, after all, it is best that we are going to our own land. 

We can have our own Cherokee government, our own police, our own preachers. Men like 

Reverend Bushyhead. He can speak like the very thunder of God! And in our own tongue. 

Maybe at last we will be safe. The sooner we can get there...Minerva? Why are you so quiet? Did 

something happen to you?” 

 Silence. 

 “Minerva! Tell me!” 

 Silence. 

“You can always talk to me, Minerva,” Mrs. Pettit sighed. “When you are ready.” 

 We finished our meal and got ready to begin another day of walking. Minerva didn’t talk 

that day, or any other day on the rest of our journey until the very end. She walked silently 

beside me. 
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Chapter 13 

 

We crossed the Mississippi River into Missouri Territory. Even though it was much 

wider, the crossing was easier than when we went over the Ohio River. We planned to follow the 

northern route used by other contingents going to what was later called Indian Territory, but 

there was a wildfire on that route, so we went a different way, a little bit south. 

When we got to the Piney River, I found John Anderson again. 

“Missouri,” I said. “This is pretty far west, isn’t it?” 

“Another hundred miles, and we reach the western territory.” He picked up a handful of 

snow and washed his face in it. Then he knelt to drink from the creek. “A couple of weeks ago 

you fell in the river,” he said when he finished. 

“Yes,” I said quietly. 

“You don’t settle for halfway measures, do you? You could have fallen in a creek or 

something, but no, you had to go and fall into the Ohio River.” 

“It’s not like you haven’t ever done anything stupid yourself, John.” 

“You’re right about that. I never got to sell the preacher’s whiskey, because some grown-

ups found it. I’ve built up a lot of debt. The older boys gave me whiskey. I didn’t really mean to 

drink that much but I just couldn’t stop. I’m sure some trader will have the notes of credit that I 

signed along the route and be ready to collect my money once I get it. I’m not looking forward to 

it.” 

“You signed notes? I didn’t know you could write.” 

“I made my X while witnesses watched. How about you?” 

 “I can write Cherokee pretty good,” I said. Sequoyah had invented the Cherokee 

syllabary, and it was widely adopted in the tribe not long before we had to leave. “All I know is 

that, when I get to the end, the Hicks family is expecting me.” 

 “You mean, the Hicks family?” asked John. “I’ve heard they are rich. You get in with 

them, you got no problems. No problems whatsoever. Me, I’m going to be a failure, sure enough. 

Damn, you won’t want to be seen with me anymore.” 

“Now, that’s not true, John, and you know it,” I said, smiling. 

“Oh, get off it, Usquuh-ne,” he said, trying out his English. “That rich family of your’n, 

they won’t let you be friends with me anymore.” 

“I won’t forget a friend,” I said in Cherokee. 

“Is that a fact,” he said in English. “Well, in that case...” He switched to Cherokee. “See 

you at the end of the trail.” 
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Chapter 14 

 

 We finally entered the western territory. We had only a few miles to go, or at least that is 

how I imagined it. Minerva and I walked faster, reaching nearly the head of the contingent. I kept 

speaking to her, but she remained silent. Maybe the fact that the end of my journey was near 

made me careless as I stepped amidst the frozen ruts. I slipped, and injured by ankle. I told 

Minerva that it was not a serious injury. Despite this, I could not bear to put my weight on it. 

 Minerva found a pine branch to help me walk. She motioned me to the side of the road. 

The wind, already bitter, picked up strength and whipped around us as we huddled close 

together, shivering, sharing whatever body heat we had with each other. She gently massaged my 

ankle. Our blankets were back in Elizabeth’s wagon, and my body quickly lost heat into the 

ground. I got colder and colder, and tried not to tremble. Minerva was shivering as much as I 

was. If we could just last long enough for Minerva’s mother to find us, we would be safe. But the 

slow crawl of the contingent made me think that we would not last that long. 

 A fine carriage with four horses approached us on the road, driven by a middle-aged 

couple. The man appeared white, but his hair was dark. His face was severely handsome. I had 

the feeling that I had seen him before, but I could not think about this as I trembled. His wife 

huddled under a blanket, and she was coughing. Both of them saw us. The woman touched the 

man’s forearm and spoke softly. He stopped the horses. The woman climbed down and gave us 

her blanket. 

 The woman said nothing. Before I finally managed to utter Wado, which is thank you in 

Cherokee, the woman was already climbing back into her seat. 

 When Elizabeth’s wagon came along, she saw us and rushed to help us into the wagon 

and buried us under more blankets. Gradually, both Minerva and I warmed up. We could sit up 

and watch what was happening around us. 

 A couple of days later, just before we reached the border, we saw a cluster of people 

gathered by the side of the trail. They silently looked at a fresh grave. It was shallow, since it was 

nearly impossible to dig in the frozen earth. Someone tried to mark the grave with a wooden 

stake, but the wind was strong and kept blowing the stake down. It was a somewhat warmer 

wind, and rain fell, but it froze into ice, making the stake too heavy to hold itself up. The crowd 

of people dispersed. One man remained, his eyes downcast. It was the handsome man we had 

seen in the carriage. His dead wife’s blanket was now in our wagon. 
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Chapter 15 

 

 When we arrived at the end of the trail, at some farm or other, there was a lot of activity. 

Merchants shouted and sold. Debt collectors shouted and collected. An army officer met Mrs. 

Pettit and started helping her with all of her arrangements. He even had a plot of land ready for 

her. 

 I asked Minerva who he was. “I don’t know,” she said. “But I have the feeling that he is 

going to be my new father.” 

 “It is wonderful to hear you speak again,” I said. “Where will you be living?” 

 “Near some place called Fort Gibson,” she said. 

 I had told her about the Hicks family, who planned to adopt me. “The Hicks family lives 

over in a place called Claremore,” I said. “I hope it is not far from Ft. Gibson. I’m sure we can 

come and visit you.” Even when, later, I learned that the two places were sixty miles apart, I was 

still too young to have a clear sense of distance, and that sixty miles was a two-day journey. 

 “I’ll ask them to bring me to see you,” I said. “And between times, we can always write. I 

already know Sequoyah’s new writing. You could learn it too. And we should probably learn 

English writing. I am really excited about learning to write better so that I can send letters to 

you.” 

 Her mother came over to me. “Oh, Usquuh-ne, it has been wonderful to have you with us 

on this trip. I hope you can visit us someday.” 

 “Someday?” I asked. 

 “When you’re all grown up.” 

 “Why wait until then?” 

 “We’ll all be very busy, too busy for a long trip.” 

 I heard my name being called. I turned to the voice. A well-dressed mostly-white man 

waved at me. He then walked toward me. His neck was short, and his head of wavy dark hair 

seemed to float on his stiff collar. 

 “You are Usquuh-ne, aren’t you? Mr. Hildebrand said so.” 

 “Yes, sir, I am.” I spoke English with him. 

 “I am your legal guardian now,” the man said. “Don’t you remember me?” 

 “Cousin Nathan?” I asked. 

 “Nathan, son of Charles Hicks. My son, also called Nathan, looks forward to seeing you 

again when we arrive.” 

 I greeted him warmly. I felt briefly like a little boy again, until he refused to pick me up. 

 “Do you have any necessary belongings?” he asked me. 

 “No. Mrs. Pettit provided for me.” 

 “We will provide everything you need. Clothes? Much better than those rags you have 

on. And lots of things you never imagined you would have. We will teach you to read and 

write.” 
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 “I already know a little,” I said. 

“We will make you a master of speaking and writing both English and Cherokee,” 

Nathan said. “I have most of my father’s books, and in an even better library than he had. Well, 

there’s no reason for us to wait.” 

 “Let me introduce you to Mrs. Pettit and her daughter.” I had to switch to Cherokee. 

“Really, Cousin, I would not have survived this trip without them. I owe my life to them. Really. 

This is...” I motioned to Mrs. Pettit. 

 She approached and curtsied. “Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit.” 

 Nathan glowered at her. “Hilderbrand? Like the leaders of this contingent?” 

 “The same, sir. They are my cousins, somehow or other.” 

 “The Hilderbrands are no kin of mine,” said Nathan. 

 Mrs. Pettit seemed stunned. 

I said, “What difference does that make?” 

 “Come, Usquuh-ne. There is nothing we need here.” Nathan stopped and looked closely 

at me. “Your new family has already chosen a name for you. We will call you Lewis. Lewis 

Hicks. We are naming you after Meriwether Lewis, one of the great explorers that Thomas 

Jefferson sent into the lands of the heathen savages. The Louisiana Territory included the very 

land on which we now stand. Let’s be on our way.” 

 “Wait, I have something to do,” I said, and ran over to Minerva. “Learn to write, and 

write to me, as soon as you can. I’ll write to you...” 

 “Lewis?” Nathan looked sternly at Minerva, noticing every hole in her dress. 

 “Usquuh-ne,” whispered Minerva as we embraced. 

 The grown-ups watched and watched and watched as Minerva and I clung to each other. 

 “Lewis!” said Nathan, impatiently. “We need to get going. We need make it to Locust 

Grove before sundown. And then we’ll only be halfway home—if we make it that far.” 

 “When I learn to read and write,” I said to Nathan as I stepped away from Minerva. “I am 

going to send letters to Minerva.” 

 “Well, I can hardly stop you,” said Nathan. “Right now, there is no reliable post. But by 

the time you have mastered your writing, Chief Ross will have established the government and 

all of its functions, such as mail delivery. I assumed I was going to be the Assistant Principal 

Chief, but I lost the election. It makes no difference. Now, I’m the richest man in Claremore. 

They can play politics all they want, but I’m in a position to get things done.” 

 Nathan pulled me away from Minerva and her mother, and from the man who had come 

to help them. I kept turning back. Minerva stood, utterly still, as the early spring breezes stirred 

her hair and dress. She looked at me, not smiling, hardly blinking. We shared her secret, and I 

wondered if she would ever tell anyone else about it. I kept glancing back at poor Minerva as 

rich Mr. Nathan Hicks pulled me in the opposite direction. Soon the crowds blocked my view of 

her. 

 “Cousin Nathan,” I said. “What about Quaki?” I did not know where my sister was. 
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 “She’ll be staying with a family up in Tahlequah,” he said. “She will get a fine feminine 

education. The tribe plans to build schools, for boys and girls, in Park Hill near Tahlequah, and 

when they are built, I am sure Quaki will be there. We’ll arrange for you to visit her sometime.” 

 “What about me? Am I going to the school?” 

 “We will have you privately tutored. My wife and I will tutor you, just as we have been 

doing with our own little Nathan.” 

 Then John Anderson came running up, and said to me in Cherokee, “Usquuh-ne!” He 

messed with my hair. 

 Nathan looked at him and asked me, “Who is this?” 

 I spoke first to John. “John, you better call me Lewis now. Lewis Hicks. And speak 

English. This is my rich cousin Nathan.” 

 Then I turned to Nathan. “This is my friend John Anderson.” Then I added, “Can he 

come live with us?” I really wanted Minerva to live with us, but she needed her mother. And her 

mother needed her. John would have to do. 

 “What can you do?” Nathan asked him. 

 “Whatever you train me to do,” he answered. 

 “You don’t have any family to meet you here? A guardian who received your money for 

safe keeping?” 

 Safe keeping? Sponsors just keep the money allotted to minors, who never see any of it. 

John would normally have snorted at the mention of a guardian, but he said, “Maybe somebody 

who can pay my debts off.” 

 “You? You’re just a kid, and you already have debts?” Nathan then looked at me. “Let’s 

go.” 

 “No, wait, cousin,” I said. “Can’t we find something for John?” 

 Nathan turned to John. “Sounds like you aren’t very good with money. Why don’t you 

join with the Army? They can at least give you a place to live.” 

 John grinned and said, “A place to live? I’m right powerful glad to hear you say that.” 

 Nathan turned to me. “Where did he learn his English?” 

 “Apparently not from you,” I said. 

 Nathan smiled. The three of us walked toward Nathan’s carriage. It was fancy. Not like 

the fringe-tops they had later, but still fancy enough. I did not yet know anything about horse 

bloodlines but I could tell there was something special about the two horses that drew the 

carriage. 

 Then we heard a voice that could only be Shermerhorn’s. When I heard an UNTO, I was 

sure. We stopped to find out if we could distinguish any of the words. We could not. But then 

Schermerhorn began to sing, loudly and almost in tune. He sang loudly enough we could tell 

what the words of the song were. 

 

Oh, yes, I’m bound for the promised land 

I’m bound for the promised land, 
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Oh, who will come and go with me? 

I am bound for the promised land. 

 

 John said in Cherokee, “There is Devil Horn with more of his raccoon shit.” 

 He did not realize that Nathan knew Cherokee. Nathan told him, in Cherokee, “We will 

teach you to not say such things about Reverend Schermerhorn.” He switched to English. 

“Reverend Schermerhorn is vital to the future of the Cherokee Nation. He was the one who got 

the Treaty of New Echota signed, and who took it to the president in Washington. That was the 

treaty that allowed me and several other Cherokee leaders to come here early. It was the treaty 

that, had it been respected, would have prevented all of this chaos and suffering that you two 

boys have experienced on the journey you have now completed.” 

 I turned and looked back one more time. I saw Minerva and her mother. They watched 

Schermerhorn. Then Minerva lifted her arm and pointed to him. Her mother’s mouth opened in 

shock and she touched Minerva’s shoulder.
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Part three: Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit 
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Chapter 1 

 

 As we began our long walk in the autumn of 1838, we passed through the forests of 

Tennessee. Autumn was approaching. Minerva went out into the forest on short forays to find 

food to supplement our very boring army-issued diet of corn meal and bacon. The wild grapes 

and coral-berries were withered, but we chewed on them anyway. The fruit around the hackberry 

seeds was sweet, though thin and dry. And I, like many other Cherokees, picked up pecans 

whenever we found them in the bottomland forests. We found hickory nuts, too, but they were 

too hard, and the meat inside too small, to justify the time we would have to spend crushing 

them. Acorns were so bitter that only squirrels liked them. Our tribal ancestors would grind the 

acorns and leach away the bitter taste with hot water, but there was no time for such processing 

on this journey. The chestnuts, when we could find them, were pretty good. Searching for food 

was the only thing that interrupted our routine of walking. For this, we could be thankful, for 

other families were busy taking care of, then burying, sick children and feeble elders. My three 

children were well. Andrew traveled with the army. Minerva ran around in the woods a lot. Little 

Franklin usually rode in the wagon. We spent most of our time damp from the frequent rains. We 

were happy for the rains because they ended the drought: they made the springs flow and there 

were places where we women could bathe and wash our clothes. The clothes, however, never 

dried completely. 

 I was not happy when we crossed the road that led to Nashville. The man I now knew 

was the very Reverend John Schermerhorn called for everyone within earshot to assemble in an 

opening off to the side of the road. He found a stump to stand on, and began preaching, with his 

Bible open to a random spot that I was quite certain he was not actually reading. 

 “The word of the Lord sayeth...” he began. Some Cherokees listened attentively, others 

just stared at the ground. I was off to the side, under the trees. The wind stirred the scratchy dry 

leaves, which released their hold from the branches and swirled in eddies. The wind turned the 

pages of the Devil Horn Bible and he pretended to keep reading. “I see afar off the Promised 

Land...” He extended his other hand as if he held Moses’ staff. 

 I quickly stopped paying attention. I thought about the leaves. They allowed the wind to 

whisk them away. That is what I should do also, I thought. I cannot cling to memories of my 

homeland. Wherever the wind moves my spirit, that will be my home. 

 “Get to the point, Schermerhorn,” my cousin Peter said loudly. “We don’t got all day.” 

 Schermerhorn cleared his throat and resumed. “And the man who opened up the gates of 

the Promised Land UNTO us, Andrew Jackson, lives in retirement just a few miles up the road 

from where we are now situated. I intend to ride to his mansion, so like UNTO the mansions in 

Heaven, and bid him greetings. Anyone who wants to go with me, just say...” Then he repeated 

Joshua’s words to the Israelites in the Old Testament. “As for me and my house, we will serve the 

Lord. I will provide horses that will take you quickly and return you to the caravansary. You will 

lose no time on your exodus to the Promised Land.” 
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 “You heard the man,” Peter announced. “Go with him now, if that is your desire, but 

otherwise, we need to resume our travel.” 

 “Our exodus,” said a full-blood Cherokee near me, only the word exodus being in 

English. “What a load of offal.” 

 No one went with Schermerhorn. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 As we crossed into Kentucky, my cousin Peter approached me on horseback. 

 “Mornin,’ Miss Elizabeth.” 

 “It is morning,” I said. 

 “Bit cold, but a fine mornin.’” 

 “Yes, Peter. I would like to thank you for organizing this journey. It can’t be easy.” 

 “You’re right about that.” 

 “Is this just a social call, Peter?” 

 “No, Elizabeth. I want to ask you a favor.” 

 “And it is?” 

 “There’s a little orphan boy named Usquuh-ne, and he has a sister, Quaki. Their 

caretakers have done become ill and cain’t look after them.” 

 “I would be glad to help. I assume the Commissary man will make extra supplies 

available to me?” 

 “McKaimy? Yes, of course he will.” 

 “And the assistant commissary.” 

 “You mean, James? Has he been botherin’ you?” 

 “No, as a matter of fact.” 

 “Glad to hear it. Another family’s takin’ Quaki. Now as for Usquuh-ne, I got to mention 

that he has measles.” 

 “Peter, you know I don’t want to expose my children to...” 

 “He’s almost over them. Besides, we’ll make sure that he got the space he needs in the 

wagon. Not like he needs to sleep with y’all.” 

 I sighed. “Very well. And when we get to the end?” 

 “Someone’s waitin’ for him, I understand.” 

 That is how Usquuh-ne joined our family for the remainder of the trip. When he became 

well, he ran around in the forest with Minerva. Minerva is like a little boy herself sometimes. 

Always climbing trees, going down into caves, and such like. She has three dresses. All of them 

are ripped, and it’s getting harder for me to mend them. 

I was always worrying about Minerva and Usquuh-ne running off in the woods. But 

there, in the realm of the nunnehi, the little spirits, they might be safer than they would be 

walking along the road. 

There were several little black boys, temporarily released from slavery, who helped drive 

the wagons. They also ran around and played a lot. Then one morning one of the boys fell down 

in the road and a wagon wheel crushed his skull. Men and women rushed to rescue him, but it 

was too late. The black boy’s friends bawled loudly. The other children stared in horror. We 

stopped only long enough to bury the boy, who had no family. This was the third time we had to 
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stop for a burial. The other two had been Cherokee children, Corn Tassel’s daughter and 

Oolanheta’s newborn infant. 

 Since we stayed away from cities, we were seldom bothered by white men who wanted to 

cause trouble. We would receive money only upon arrival at the end of our journey, so we had 

nothing with which to buy things, such as liquor, that we did not need. The merchants were too 

lazy to travel very far from the cities. The liquor merchants issued credit to the young men, 

however, and the young women, I was told, offered their bodies to the merchants in return for 

things. I shuddered to think about this. Perhaps I was lucky that Minerva was too young to be 

one of their victims. I could only hope that, when we arrived at our destination, I would be able 

to establish a good household in which Andrew, Minerva, and Franklin could be safe. 

 I was also worried about that preacher, Devil Horn, who was traveling with us. Well, he 

did not actually travel with us most of the time. He usually rode ahead and stayed at inns, then 

met us as we passed through. I heard Devil Horn’s voice at night as he preached by the light of 

campfires. He had only his words to give us, but I worried that they might intoxicate our 

judgment as surely as liquor would have. 

We camped near Gray’s Inn, southeast of Hopkinsville, Kentucky, a place with a well 

whose sweet waters were renowned, especially after a couple of chiefs drank its water and were 

healed of their diseases. It was not long before they became sick again and died soon after. It 

didn’t matter how sweet the water may have been, since one well was of little use to 1,766 

Cherokees. 
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Chapter 3 

 

When we reached the Ohio River, I was impatient for us to cross over into Illinois and get 

closer to our destination. But then two things happened. 

First, the surface of the river was frozen, and we could not cross it. We would have to 

wait at least a week, maybe two. I looked ahead to weeks of sitting, bored and cold. I could read 

my Cherokee Bible, I supposed. It was actually one of the original Cherokee Bibles printed up by 

Elias Boudinot and Reverend Worcester. But it offered cold comfort. Behold the mercy of the 

Lord. Really? Where? He will give UNTO you all that your heart desires. Really? When? I was 

starting to hear the verses in my mind with the same disgusting cant that Devil Horn used.  

I looked through my other belongings. Among them was an old journal that originally 

belonged to my grandmother Betsy Ward Martin. She got it when Nancy Ward was still alive. 

Nancy could not write, though I think she wrote a couple of X’s in it. By the time my mother, 

Nancy Martin Hilderbrand, inherited the book, the Cherokee syllabary had been invented and she 

wrote in it. But it was all devotional delusions rather than observations of reality. Dear Jesus and 

so on. I thought about getting out the journal to write in it. The ink was frozen solid, and my 

hands quaked from the cold so much that I could not have written anything anyway. I began to 

wish for a flask of whiskey. But it would only have made me fall into a cold icy sleep from 

which I might not return. 

Second, at the same time, I became very ill. Since we all had to wait for the river to open 

up, most of us got out the hoops and assembled our canvas covers to keep out the sleet and snow. 

This is what I intended to do. But I discovered that I was too weak to lift the hoops and canvas. I 

could have asked for help, but I also discovered that most of the hoops in my wagon had rotted 

and could not support the canvas. The wagon cover would have been scarcely any more spacious 

than the little canvas tent on the ground that I already had. 

I sat in the wagon, wrapped in blankets, assuming that it was a temporary swoon. But 

soon I became nauseated and could hardly move. I do not know what might have happened had 

Peter not checked on me as he rode by. From that point, I was confused by everything that 

happened. Somebody carried me down to a kind of cave. I think I was on a horse. Even in my 

sickness I could recognize James’s voice. Even though I still hated him, I needed the help he 

provided. I did not open my eyes or say anything to him. I think Minerva and Usquuh-ne came 

by to check on me while I was down in that cave. The wind roared. I felt sleet slipping past the 

edges of my blanket, much less sleet than I would have felt had I been outside of the cave. My 

dreams were disturbed by images of James, the sounds of sickness around me, worries about my 

children, and by memories of the voice of Devil Horn. 

The day I began to feel better, James came by again. I sat against the trunk of a tree that 

grew through a gap between a cliff and what I now saw was a great stone arch. I still kept my 

eyes closed as much as possible and did not talk to him. I was now ready to walk, but pretended 

to still be unable to move until he left. When Minerva and Usquuh-ne came, I let them know that 
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the army officer they saw helping me was Minerva’s father. I breathed deeply, stood up, and 

walked with them to the wagon. 

I was now well enough to cook and to drive the wagon. The word also started to get 

around that the river was beginning to thaw. How fortunate I was, I thought, to have gotten sick 

at just the right time, when there was shelter available, and when the contingent had to stay in 

place anyway. 

Our wagon, beside which the Minerva and Usquuh-ne walked while Franklin and I rode 

inside, headed down toward Berry’s Ferry. I watched the hips of the horses, which remained 

strong even though they suffered as much as we. Or not; they could always eat dead grass. 

 

* 

 

While I waited at the side of the river, I noticed soldiers in uniform standing on a bluff 

north of the ford. They were watching us very closely. I assumed they were making sure that 

none of us would try to escape along the riverbank. 

When my cousin rode up to check on me, I asked him about the soldiers. 

“They ain’t watchin’ us,” he said. “They know we ain’t gonna give them no problems.” 

“Then why are they here?” I asked. 

“This here,” said my cousin, “is an important place for escaped slaves to cross. Kintuck is 

a slave state, and Illinois is free. Which means that if an escaped slave can get across this river, 

he or she is…well, not exactly free, but close enough to it that they can re-lax.” 

“Not exactly free?” 

“The slaveowner, see, slave’s still legally his property and all, but it’s up to him to hire a 

slave catcher to track down the slave. If’n the slave is still summers in a slave state, the slave 

usually gets caught. Ever’body is on the lookout for it. I mean, him or her. But once the slave 

gets over on the Illinois, Indiana, or Ohio side, a lot of whites, they don’t approve of slavery, and 

they ain’t gonna give the slave catcher any useful information. A thousand to one, the slave gets 

away. Not worth the cost of runnin’ him or her down. See, them slave catchers are in it for the 

money, and once they get over this here river, the costs shoot way up. The only slaveowners who 

can afford it are the ones who want real bad to prove that a slave can’t get away from them. 

Some slaveowners is crazy, but for most, money is what counts.” 

“Can’t slave catchers go after runaways in the North, and then sell them themselves?” I 

asked. 

“Sure, and some do, but there’s still the problem of findin’ them.” 

“The soldiers don’t seem to be watching us very closely.” 

“No slaves would try to sneak across this here river out in the open, at a place ever’body 

recognizes as a ford,” my cousin said. “The soldiers are watching away from the ford. Now, 

there is the possibility that some slaves might try to mix in with the slaves and free blacks that 

are mixed in with our contingent.” 

“Do they?” I asked. 
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My cousin patted a leather packet on his saddle. “I got papers here for every black in our 

contingent, proving they are slaves or free. Can’t nobody slip into our contingent. I already 

showed them to the Army officers.” 

“Well,” I said, “won’t make any difference for us. For slaves, crossing this river means 

freedom. For us Cherokees, one side of the river is pretty much the same as the other.” 
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Chapter 4 

 

 We finally crossed the Ohio into the frozen cypress swamps of southern Illinois. I did not 

notice it right away, but Minerva and Usquuh-ne both became very quiet. They stopped scouring 

the woods for dried berries and pecans. Minerva usually did not answer me, and when she did it 

was with a grunt. 

 Just before we got to the Mississippi River, the weather again become very cold and our 

blankets did us little good unless we hid ourselves under them. Previously, Usquuh-ne and 

Minerva gathered firewood, but now they stayed wrapped in the counterpanes in the wagon. 

When we finished supper one night, I huddled with the kids under our blankets, so much 

finer than the blankets that other families had, and a quilt, the one that Grandma Betsy had sewed 

for us. 

“Are you doing fine, Minerva?” I asked. 

Silence. 

“Are you warm enough, Minnie?” 

Silence. 

Usquuh-ne looked at me in surprise, because we both knew that no one, not even her 

mother, ever called her Minnie. But even this failed to shock Minerva into speaking. 

“Something has happened. What was it, Minerva?” 

Silence. 

“You can tell me. I’m your mother!” 

Minerva looked up at me, but her face showed no expression. 

“Minerva! Tell me!” 

“She will tell you when she is ready,” said Usquuh-ne. 

Minerva flashed him a disapproving gaze. 

“I’m right! Something happened! For your own safety, Minerva, tell me.” 

Silence. 

“Very well, Usquuh-ne. You know what it is. You tell me.” 

“It’s not for me to say, Ma’am,” answered Usquuh-ne. “Minerva will decide.” 

I decided to follow the prompting of my spirit. A woman’s spirit. A mother’s. 

“What did he do to you, Minerva?” When she still did not answer, I turned to Usquuh-ne. 

“What did he do?” 

“Who, Ma’am?” Usquuh-ne asked. 

“Why, James Pettit, of course.” Then I blurted out, “Her father.” 

Minerva looked up at me with wide eyes, but looked back down, still saying nothing. 

“No, Ma’am, it wasn’t him,” answered the boy. 

“So, you do know who it was, or else you wouldn’t be able to say it wasn’t her father.” 

“Yes, Ma’am, but Minerva...she will decide when and how much to tell you.” 
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Chapter 5 

 

 When we got to the Mississippi River, it was still partly frozen over. The ferry that 

Cousin Peter had arranged was of no use. We simply made camp in the frozen mud of the 

riverside swamps and waited. No cave for shelter this time.  

 After the Mississippi River opened up a little, we crossed it, a few at a time in little 

barges, which took three days. When we approached Cape Girardeau in Missouri, it was still 

cold enough that even the whiskey merchants, even Devil Horn, stayed away. 

A fire was burning the forest along our intended route near Fredericktown, Missouri. The 

flames spread from one tree-top, dried out by the ice that then fell to the ground, to another. We 

took a parallel route not far south of where we would have traveled. 

 When we got to the Gasconade River, we stopped and set up a long-term camp. Cousin 

Peter bought, at exorbitant prices I am sure, food and fodder from nearby white farmers for all of 

us. When I saw Peter, he was exhausted, not the upright man I had seen at the beginning of the 

trip. 

 “There’s too many of us done got sick,” he told me. “And some people are dying from 

the cold.” 

 “Like little Usquuh-ne almost died,” I said, sliding further under my blanket. 

 “I heard about that,” said Peter. “That daughter of your’n, she’s somethin’ else. Savin’ 

the little boy like that. Oh, we got you some extra food.” 

 “Thank you. Would James Pettit have had anything to do with this?” 

 “Yep,” said Peter. “He knew you were not gonna be acceptin’ nothin’ from him, but he 

done give it to me, and I decided to pass it on to you-all. You cain’t hardly refuse me, can you? 

Look, Elizabeth, I know right well you don’t like him none, but he is trying to make up for what 

he done. He ain’t as bad as all that...” 

 “Let’s not talk about this,” I said. I silently accepted the food. 

One day an army sergeant walked up to me. He looked at me in astonishment. He was 

probably amazed that I looked like a white woman. I said hello to him. “Osiyo.” Now he was 

sure that I was as Cherokee as any of the brown-skinned women with whom he might have 

struck up conversations. 

“Hello,” he said. He sat down on a nearby rock and said nothing. He looked into my eyes. 

I should have been alarmed, but I was too tired to wonder about what sort of greeting this might 

be. 

He was exactly the kind of man to which I was always attracted: a little older, with just 

enough life experience to be wise, with all boyish exuberance gone. He was not as much older 

than me as James was. I imagined that he was the kind of man I thought James was before I 

found out the truth about him. 

He surprised me by asking, “Are you Elizabeth Hilderbrand?” He did not say Pettit. 

“Yes. How did you know?” 
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“Peter told me. I’ve been watching you.” 

This should have alarmed me but did not. I stammered, “What possible reason could you 

have for watching me?” 

“I heard your story. You are one brave woman.” 

“We are all brave out on this trail, Mr...” 

“Ward. Daniel Ward.” He rose and extended his hand to me. I shook it briefly. 

“A descendant of the great Nancy Ward?” I asked. “She was my great-grandmother.” 

“Then we’re cousins, some way or other, but not very close. I’m descended from her 

Cherokee daughter Ka-ti, or Catherine.” 

“And I am descended from her white daughter, Betsy. Remind me again why you find me 

so brave.” 

“The way you stood up to James. He needed to have someone put him in his place. He 

was so accustomed to getting everything his own way.” 

“Now, Mr. Ward, I’m a little disturbed by this,” I said. “You have been watching me and 

seem to know all about me.” 

“I am no danger to you, Miss Hilderbrand. The lawyer who argued your bigamy case 

before the Cherokee Supreme Court is an old friend of mine. I’ve known about you for a long 

time. That was, what, ten years ago?” 

“Yes, it was, Mr. Ward, if that is your name.” I stood up. “I want to trust you, Mr. Ward.” 

I really did. My heart was beating wildly as I tried to not look in his eyes. “But you can 

understand that I have been badly taken advantage of. For anything that I know to the contrary, 

you have a white family somewhere and just want me as a squaw for your pleasure.” 

I expected him to be angry, but he just smiled. “A reasonable suspicion, I admit,” he said. 

“Mrs. Ward and I are divorced. I have two children, both of them living with their mother. And I 

just wanted you to know...” Now he stood up. “...that I won’t let any man ever treat you that way 

again. Either you or your children. I promise that you can ask me for any help you might need. 

You can ask Peter about me. He will confirm my story.” 

“I will do that,” I said as I pulled my blanket closer. 

“And after you do that,” Mr. Ward continued, “look for me when you reach the end of the 

trail. I will protect you from the vultures that will flock around when the goods and money are 

disbursed.” 

“This is all very wonderful,” I said. “So gallant of you. We will meet again. You will see 

to that, it seems.” 

Daniel Ward then left and I did not see him again on the trip. I thought a lot about him, 

however. 

Before we left the encampment on the Gasconade River, a tree fell over on a woman and 

killed her while we slept. And fifty-five Cherokees died from cold and sickness. Dr. George 

McCoy did everything he could to save the ill. Few men were strong enough to dig into the 

frozen soil to bury the dead. One of the men was Daniel Ward. 
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Chapter 6 

 

 We were just past Springfield, Missouri, only a hundred miles from our destination. The 

weather turned cold one last time. 

 I could not find Minerva or Usquuh-ne. I asked everyone. I asked Peter. Nobody had seen 

them. There were very few soldiers. This would have been the perfect time for the children to 

escape. But flight would have meant certain death in the raw landscape. I could only hope that 

they had not trusted someone who then took them for himself. Someone like Minerva’s father. I 

was very soon to discover that these two children were no longer naive. But right then, all I knew 

was that they were lost. 

 Then I received a message that the two children had been left behind. I sent word to 

Peter, while I began walking back east on the trail, past the whole file of miserable humans. Peter 

came galloping along, and pulled me up onto the horse. I must have smelled like a fright, long 

unbathed. We rode for about an hour when we saw the two children beside the road, wrapped 

together in a blanket. 

 “I hurt my ankle,” said Usquuh-ne. “I couldn’t walk. Minerva stayed with me.” 

 Minerva remained silent. 

 “We said we’d stay here until somebody could come for us,” he continued. “We started 

to get really cold, though. Then this really nice woman, dressed in fine clothes, got down from a 

carriage and gave us this blanket.” 

 “Any idea who it was?” I asked him. 

 Peter looked at the blanket and knew who the woman was. The blanket was embroidered 

with Cherokee symbols: ku-wee-squu-wee. Cooweescoowee was the name of our Chief, whose 

English name was John Ross. 

 A few days later, just before we crossed into the land supposedly reserved for us for as 

long as the grass shall grow and the rivers shall run, the column of emigrants stopped advancing. 

A large gathering of people surrounded a freshly-filled grave. Chief Ross, whom I had briefly 

met back in the stockade, stood beside the grave of his wife, Quatie, who contracted pneumonia 

from exposure to the cold. She had, others told me, given her blanket to two children on the 

roadside. 
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Chapter 7 

 

 Our group stopped at a place just over the border called Woodall’s Farm. The army, in 

consultation with Chief Ross, made sure our detachment did not disband near a city or fort, 

where whiskey merchants would have descended upon us. It was still a carnival atmosphere, out 

here in the country, since many merchants were willing to make the thirty-mile journey west 

from Fayetteville or east from Tahlequah. Daniel was right about the vultures gathering around. I 

could tell from the looks in these men’s eyes that they would not think twice about taking money 

from an unaccompanied Cherokee woman. Vendors offered everything from kitchen utensils to 

spirits to the suddenly and briefly wealthy Cherokees. 

The army set up tables, and I found the one where I was to receive my cash. I was 

alphabetized under Pettit, not Hilderbrand. And the man with the logbook was James. 

“Miss Hilderbrand,” said James. “They still have you listed under Pettit.” He did not look 

up at me. “Your cash is in this envelope.” He handed it to me. “Your provisions over the next 

year will be distributed at Fort Gibson. You just have to sign here, in this book. You are 

fortunate that you can write. Many of the Cherokees have to just write an X and have it 

witnessed by one of your cousins.” 

I signed my name neatly. Then I looked inside the envelope. “This is more money than I 

was expecting,” I said. 

“If you suspect a clerical error—and most people who have a clerical error in their favor 

do not complain—take it up with one of your cousins.” 

“You wouldn’t happen to have a hand in this, would you?” 

He finally looked up at me. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I would.” 

“There seems to be an extra fifty-dollar bill,” I said. I handed it back to him. “I will not 

accept charity from you.” 

“Elizabeth,” he whispered forcefully. “Damn it, swallow your pride. Our children need 

the money.” 

“Very well,” I said, slipping the bill back into the envelope. “For them.” 
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Chapter 8 

 

Daniel Ward found me, just as he said he would. Peter had confirmed his story to me, so I 

greeted him warmly and trustfully. 

 I was sad to see Usquuh-ne leave us. I had grown very fond of him. But someone was 

looking for him, someone from the Hicks family in Claremore. Nathan Hicks was dressed like 

the rich man he was. I was very pleased when he told me Usquuh-ne would live in comfort and 

receive a fine education. Peter and James Vann Hilderbrand worked as fast as they could to write 

down the names of every Cherokee who arrived and where they went. I watched him write 

“Ooskoonee, to Nathan Hicks, Claremore” on his list. 

 We had to wait for Minerva and Usquuh-ne to hug for a long time. He left, and I did not 

see him again for a long time. Minerva held onto my dress. 

 We heard a voice. From its incantations, I knew it had to be Devil Horn. 

 “Let’s go see him,” I said to Daniel. “This should be entertaining.” 

 I thought it strange that Minerva held back. After I tugged on her arm a couple of times 

she came with us. 

 Schermerhorn stood in an empty wagon, holding his Bible open to its usual random spot, 

and intoned loudly. A crutch helped him stand. I don’t remember the exact words. Something 

about the Israelites entering the promised land. It was very confusing. Were we the Chosen 

People or, as he called us, the Children of Perdition? We couldn’t be both. I suppose he meant 

that the Cherokees who did what Schermerhorn wanted were the Chosen People, and the rest of 

us were going to perdition. 

 Minerva still clung to my dress, even more tightly than before. I looked down at her and 

saw terror in her eyes. She pointed at Devil Horn. I suddenly realized everything, though I did 

not know the details. I knew there was nothing we could do about it now except to let the injuries 

that occurred to us on this journey to heal, at least a little bit. I believed Minerva would tell me 

what Devil Horn when she was ready, but she never did. 

 Daniel and I and my children watched Schermerhorn close his Bible, hobble down from 

his wagon, and vanish into the throng of people. 
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Chapter 9 

 

The tribe did not map out which plots of land went to which families. We Cherokees held 

all our land in common, from the Kansas and Missouri borders down to the Arkansas River, 

where the Muskogee land began. I was anticipating a scramble for the best land, a competition I, 

as a single woman, was sure to lose. 

 “Let’s go, Minerva,” I said. “Thank you for meeting us, Daniel.” 

 “Where are you going?” Daniel asked me. 

 “To find some place to live,” I answered. “What else is there to do?” 

 “I’ve already staked out a plot of land for you,” he said. 

 “You did what?” I stepped back and stared at him. 

 “I told you I was going to protect you and your children,” he said. “Really, you would 

have had no hope otherwise.” 

 “When did you do this?” 

 “You may have noticed I was not with your detachment starting from your encampment 

on the Gasconade River. I rode ahead and met with my superiors at Fort Gibson.” 

 “You’re taking me and the children to Fort Gibson?” 

 “I plan to settle there myself, after I muster out of the army. I will remain on reserve, but 

out of active duty. Time for me to do something different.” 

 “Like what?” 

 “Like whatever you are going to do. You certainly cannot decline the offer of a personal 

army guard, can you?” 

 “No, Daniel, not from a man whom my cousin praised as highly as he did you.” 

 I was not surprised that Daniel already had a wagon large enough for all of my 

possessions, which were few, and his, which were fewer. He had two horses in addition to the 

wagon, so we all rode. 

 The little road wound among limestone cliffs and under pines and oaks. Our first day’s 

journey took us almost to Tahlequah, a little town of merchants and taverns. We camped along 

the Illinois River. The water was clean and green and white as it bounded over rocks. By now it 

was early spring. None of the buds had opened yet except for the red flowers of one maple tree. 

Little lilies emerged from the ground. 

 The next day we rode through Park Hill, where the rich Cherokees had settled. We saw 

the cabins of Elias Boudinot, John Ridge, Major Ridge, all of them members of the Treaty Party 

that had betrayed us into the hands of Andrew Jackson. They would soon move out of the cabins 

into mansions. But John Ross, the chief who championed our cause, also had a homesite there. 

He had no cabin yet, as he was only now arriving in the new land. 

 The place Daniel had found for me was just outside of Fort Gibson. Most of the land 

around this area was still available. The early immigrants from the 1817 and 1835 migrations had 
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largely settled around Claremore, to the north of us, and the fort looked out over a landscape 

largely empty of people. 

 “Why is there a fort here?” I asked him as we all walked to the homestead he had chosen 

for us. 

 “Jackson, and now Van Buren, claimed to be sending you to an empty land. But, of 

course, that was not true. The Osage tribe was already here. The American army had to drive 

them west, then build a fort to keep them from coming back.” 

 “So, the American army is protecting the Cherokee from the Osage?” 

 “That’s pretty much the shape of it. Protecting the Muskogees, too. Here we are.” 

 There were lots of trees, none large. There were oaks and hickories, and a few clusters of 

those tough, thorny trees that the French called bois d’arc, the wood of the bow. 

 “The creek is over there, behind the bow-darks,” said Daniel. “You can use this area here 

for pasture. Your crops can go...” 

 “My crops? Daniel, I’m almost thirty-eight years old. I’m not going to be doing any 

clearing and plowing. I know how to handle livestock, that is, so long as they are docile. I can 

even butcher a cow. What I can’t do is string up a carcass so the blood drips away.” 

 “Who says you have to? I will.” 

 It took me a moment to realize that Daniel had just proposed marriage to me. He never 

actually said it, nor did I actually say it either. Instead, I said, “There is enough land to support 

my children, and yours, too, if they come west.” This was my way of hinting that, although some 

women had children at my age, it was not a safe thing to do. I had just counter-proposed a chaste 

marriage, at least until after my change of life. Of course, it didn’t work out that way. 

 “They won’t come west,” said Daniel. “Their mother does not want them to live outside 

the jurisdiction of the United States.” Then he smiled. “I have to go back to the fort to muster out 

of the army. And then I am at your service.” 

 Before embracing Daniel, I turned to my children and said, “Minerva, Franklin, meet 

your new father.” 
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Chapter 10 

 

Daniel erected a canvas tent on our homestead site. The tent was open-sided, but it was 

the best we could get. It dripped in the rain that descended on us that afternoon but was not 

nearly as bad as half the days on the trail.  

Later, after Minerva and Franklin fell asleep in our tent, I sat outside with Daniel. The 

rain stopped and the clouds cleared. He had noticed Minerva’s response to Devil Horn and he 

waited for me to explain it to him. 

 “You remember how Schermerhorn got shot?” I asked. 

 “With his own gun,” Daniel answered. “It was still warm from the discharge.” 

 “Somebody was alone with him in his wagon,” I said. 

 Daniel looked at me in astonishment. “Minerva?” he asked in wonder. 

 “Usquuh-ne must have been with her. They went everywhere together.” 

 “But why would either of them have shot Schermerhorn?” 

 “You saw Minerva’s reaction. He must have done something horrifying to her.” 

 I watched Daniel’s face as he went through the stages of understanding. 

 “I suppose,” he said, “the honorable thing would be for me to challenge Schermerhorn in 

a duel of honor.” 

 “Nobody would believe your accusation,” I told him. “We have only the unspoken 

testimony of a child.” 

 “Besides that,” Daniel added, “Schermerhorn is a personal friend of Andrew Jackson. A 

low-ranking soldier would have no credibility to even issue a challenge.” After a few moments, 

he said, “Meanwhile, we will just have to focus on survival.” 
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Chapter 11 

 

 Daniel went back to Fort Gibson. He brought my first delivery of provisions to the house 

site. While I awaited him, I sat under a big elm tree, thinking about how wonderful a turn my life 

had taken. Andrew and Franklin were happy. Minerva was still quiet, I assumed from missing 

Usquuh-ne. I looked down at the very first spring wildflowers, which we always called spring 

beauties, that bloomed in a patch of sunshine. I squinted into the sunshine and noticed a sticklike 

figure approaching me. I shaded my eyes. 

 It was James. 

 “I see that you have gotten a nice home site,” he told me. 

 “You must have known that already,” I said. “You’ve probably been watching me.” 

 “Yes, I have. I’m not the only one.” 

 “So, you know about Daniel Ward. He will be my new husband.” I stood up and directed 

my sudden fury against him. “The United States does not recognize our divorce, James, but the 

Cherokee Nation—which makes the laws around here—does and will recognize me as Mrs. 

Daniel Ward. And I advise...” 

 “Elizabeth, please, let me say something to you.” 

 “...I strongly advise that you leave me alone.” 

 “Elizabeth, I have come to apologize to you and ask for your forgiveness. Again.” 

 “It is not important,” I said. “Whether I forgive you or not makes no difference in what is 

about to happen.” 

 “Elizabeth...” 

 “Didn’t you hear me? Just leave me alone. If Daniel finds you here! I suspect you are the 

main threat from which he is protecting me.” 

 “Or not, Elizabeth. There are evil men around here who make me look like Jesus Christ.” 

 “I don’t care. I have Daniel. And I don’t care what you do. Go back to your army unit, or 

go home, or go jump in a creek, I don’t care.” 

 Then James fell to his knees and began to cry. This was the first open display of 

vulnerability I had ever seen from him. This ought to have altered my view of him, at least. But 

the past was the past and he was no more a part of my present than was the farm that used to be 

ours in Tennessee. James could cry, or he could swagger, it was all the same to me. 

 “I can’t live if you don’t forgive me,” James blubbered through his snot. 

 “That’s your problem, not mine. Daniel is coming, so I suggest...” 

 James stood, turned from me, and started to walk away, tripping over a rock as he did so. 
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Chapter 1 

 

 It was 1834, and I was sick to death of Washington, D.C. It had many large, ornate 

buildings with stone pillars. Elegant ladies in long frilly dresses, and gentlemen in tight suits, 

walked along the streets, trying to avoid the mud, carriages, and horse droppings. This mêlée, as 

the French would call it, was noisy and rude. A few decades ago, it was a swamp; I thought that 

it still was. In just twenty years, the city had sprouted like a mushroom from the embers that 

remained when the British soldiers burned it in 1812. I felt unclean and wished for the shady 

forest trails of the Cherokee villages where I grew up. 

I had made many trips to Washington, D.C. to defend the interests of the Cherokee 

people as their new Principal Chief. I came along with one of our elder statesman, Major Ridge; 

his son, my friend John Ridge; and Elias Boudinot, Major Ridge’s nephew and John’s cousin, 

whose real name was Buck Watie. John, Buck, and I were highly educated, and considered 

ourselves to be the new men who would lead our tribe into the future. The Ridges and Boudinot 

had already met President Andrew Jackson, but I had not. Nothing else, aside from this attempt 

to rescue our tribe from oblivion, could have brought me to Washington. We had our own mud, 

carriages, and horse droppings down in the Cherokee Nation, but not all concentrated in one 

place. 

I walked on a side street and encountered a little woodlot, in which I found refuge from 

loud and whiskey-tainted voices. Though in middle age, I felt a sudden renewal of youth as I 

slipped behind some trees, which reminded me of my youth in the Cherokee homeland, land now 

claimed principally by the American states of Georgia and Tennessee. This woodlot was actually 

a park, and I found a marble bench in a little overgrown space that had once been a lawn, and sat 

down. 

I was dismayed to hear some animal, probably a human, slipping through the branches on 

the side opposite of where I entered. But what manner of human might this be? It seemed to be a 

large one. It was not clambering; it must have been some kind of frontiersman to whom the 

forest was not an impediment but was as natural of a setting as to a Cherokee. 

A tall man stumbled into the opening. He was extremely thin and well dressed. His gray 

hair rose straight up from his long face. He did not see me. He clung to his guts and moaned in 

pain. His frown turned into a brief smile as he saw a small black cherry sapling. He tripped over 

to it and leaned against it belly-first, pushing it halfway over. He straddled it to keep from falling 

sideways. He almost looked as though he was going to mount it as a bull mounts a cow. But he 

just breathed more easily until his moans subsided. 

And I knew who this man was. Only in the new nation of America can you sit in a park 

and see the leader of the country stumble through the bushes into your presence and lean against 

a tree. 

I wondered what I would do if he suddenly entered into the throes of death. I knew this 

was unlikely, because even twenty years earlier, when I saw this same man at the Battle of 
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Horseshoe Bend on the Tallapoosa River in Alabama, pain would wrack him, and he would seek 

a little sapling over which to drape his body. And he always rose again. 

But if he did die? This was the man who was the thorn in the flesh of the Cherokee 

people, the man we would most like to see dead, preferably by God’s hand rather than ours. It 

would do no good; he pushed the Indian Removal Act through the United States Senate in 1830. 

If he died now, someone else would still carry it out, probably Vice President Martin Van Buren. 

This man’s death would at least create some confusion and give my fellow Cherokee negotiators 

a little more time to perhaps change what now seems inevitable: the forced exodus of our people 

out of the East and into the Darkening Land where the spirits go when we die. 

For the moment he was looking away from me. I wondered if he would recognize me. I 

had met with his representatives many times during his presidency, but never directly with him. 

He had seen me, back then I was much younger, a mere soldier at Horseshoe Bend. I was 

reasonably confident he did not know who I was. For the moment, my position of advantage was 

that he did not know me. When he turned toward me and his sharp blue eyes opened, he quickly 

pushed away from the sapling and brushed off his clothes. He was obviously still in pain but he 

stood straight. 

“I thought I would be alone here,” he said. “It seems like everyone was mobbing me. 

They all wanted me to shake their hands or to accept a little slip of paper requesting an 

appointment or a government contract or some other such thing. I think I lost them in the bushes 

back there. I am never alone for a moment in this city, except in the middle of the night. On my 

inauguration day, I was pressed against a White House wall by a worshipful throng of well-

wishers, and I had to escape through a window. In the middle of the night, I really am alone. 

Alas, my poor wife died some years back. Allow me to introduce myself.” 

“Everyone knows who you are, President Jackson,” I said. 

“And who might you be?” he asked. He looked around. I felt Jackson was losing interest 

in me. I had to make up an identity of someone he would find it worthwhile to keep talking with. 

“I am Monsieur Gaston Bidet,” I said. I had to pretend to be someone other than Chief 

John Ross, and my choices were limited. I spoke perfect English. In fact, my Cherokee is so poor 

that I rely on a translator, usually John Ridge, when speaking to my people. Only one of my 

eight great-grandparents was full-blood Cherokee. Though my skin appeared white, my hair was 

dark, just dark enough to obscure my Scottish ancestry. And I had a slight Cherokee accent just 

from hearing it spoken so much. I decided I had to be from Europe. From southern Europe. 

That’s it. I had studied just a little French. 

“And you are from?” I thought Jackson remained slightly impatient. 

I recalled the French map I studied in school, but could not remember much about the 

provinces or cities in the main part of the country. So I said, “I am from Sardinia.” I was not sure 

whether Sardinia was part of France or Italy or even Spain. But Jackson probably did not know 

either. I took a relaxed breath, scooted over on the bench, and invited the president of the United 

States to sit beside me. 

“Really? Sardinia?” said the president, settling down on the marble seat. 
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“Yes. It is an island.” Please don’t ask me anything more, I thought. 

“What is your principal export product?” asked Jackson. 

Only my quick wit saved me. “Why, sardines, of course.” 

Jackson laughed. “But you are French?” 

“I work in Marseilles,” I said, wondering how long I could continue my charade. 

“Say something in French,” the president said. 

“Quelque chose,” I said. “That means something.” 

“Could’ve fooled me,” said Jackson. “What brings you to America?” 

“I am a reporter for the Marseilles Journal du Monde.” 

“Haven’t heard of that one,” said Jackson. “I subscribe to seventeen papers, and know 

about most of the others, but only American ones.” Jackson jealously guarded his reputation and 

was ready to attack any criticism in any newspaper. And perhaps any critic; he carried in his 

body the lead from at least one duel. “What are you reporting on?” 

“You,” I answered. 

“Like everyone else,” he said. 

“But,” I said, “all the American reporters—and the reporters from the Cherokee 

newspaper—already have an opinion of you. They are not reporters. They are proselytizers, for 

you or against you. But I come from France with an open mind.” Lying was beginning to get 

easy for me. 

“You know about the Cherokee paper?” He groaned and belched. 

“Of course. The Cherokee Phoenix is quite a novelty, a tribal newspaper. I bet no other 

tribes on this or any other continent have a newspaper in their own language. Of course, it was 

started by a Frenchman, though, was it not? A certain Elias Boudinot?” 

“Boudinot is a Cherokee.” Jackson pronounced the t in the name. He scowled and looked 

like he was always about to pronounce the consonant f. “He used to be Buck Watie. I think he 

took on the name so that people would think he was fancy.” 

I smiled. This was, in fact, the opinion I held of Elias Boudinot. 

“But whatever I may think of him, he is much more reasonable than that sumbitch John 

Ross,” said the president. I smiled, glad that he did not recognize me, and enjoying my little 

game. “Boudinot and the Ridges, they are ready to negotiate about moving the Cherokees west, 

but Ross, he refuses to concede on this point. The Cherokees send these delegations, but the 

delegates can’t even agree with each other.” He sneered and held out his arm dismissively. 

“Sounds to me, sir, like the Cherokees have democracy, in which disagreement is 

tolerated, just like Americans.” 

“Don’t believe it for a minute,” said Jackson. “That Ross is just holding out for more 

money. For himself. The bribes we have offered him have not been large enough.” 

Jackson was right. For me, no bribe would be large enough. 

“Ross claims that the Cherokees support him. But they don’t. He is just a demagogue.” 

“In French, we have this word, but I do not know if we mean the same thing by it,” I said. 

“Sir, what do you mean by demagogue?” 
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“It means,” said Jackson, squinting and pointing at me, “that John Ross makes speeches 

that fire up the Cherokees. Carried away by emotion...” His voice rose. “...they agree with 

everything he says. But if the Cherokees actually knew the facts of the case, they would not. This 

John Ross is very rich and he intends to use his political power to get even richer.” 

For just a moment, I wondered if President Jackson might not be partly right. Was I really 

representing the will of the Cherokee Nation? I honestly believed I was. I responded, “I 

understand that your political career has been very profitable as well.” 

“I am just a backwoods man who will soon retire to his backwoods domicile,” said 

Jackson. 

“Is that what you call The Hermitage?” I blurted out. 

“Have you seen it?” 

“No, but I have heard reports from others. It is an elegant mansion, and your plantations, 

worked by slaves, at least rivals, if not surpasses, those of Chief Ross.” 

“My mansion, as you call it,” the president said, “is not unlike those of many southern 

gentlemen who love this nation because of the opportunities for wealth that it affords.” 

“And Cherokees do not have a similar right to wealth?” 

“This is all irrelevant,” said Jackson, coughing into a kerchief. “Fact remains, Ross is a 

demagogue.” 

“Some of your fellow Americans accuse you of being a demagogue.” 

Jackson stood and bent his tall form over to yell at me. “Those whining Whigs,” he said. 

“Henry Clay and his bunch. Losers.” 

“Please, Mr. President,” I said. “I just want to know what to write to my people. I am not 

an American citizen and cannot vote.” I spoke truly, for indigenous tribesmen had no American 

citizenship. “You do not need to convince me. Now, back to the newspaper Boudinot started. In 

France, we are impressed that the Cherokees started their newspaper themselves.” 

“Not quite,” said Jackson. “That meddling white missionary Samuel Worcester was in on 

it. He got them their printing press.” 

“But the Cherokees invented their own writing, c’est vrai?” 

“So I have heard. Couldn’t prove it by me. Looks like little chicken scratches to me.” 

“All writing looks like little scratches,” I said. “And our people in France are also very 

interested in this American experiment with democracy. In France, we have been a little less 

successful. Monarchy, revolution, terrorism, monarchy, dictatorship...” I wasn’t sure I got the 

order right. “And you are a president who is not one of the élite, as we say in France. You are 

from the frontier, this is true? Everyone says such a man cannot manage a country. I am here to 

find out.” 

“I think I should profit by talking with you,” said the president. “Someone with an open 

mind.” He looked at his kerchief, put it away, then hawked and spat. The glob sailed high over 

the bushes. “Neither boot-licker nor bad-mouther.” 

“I will assume you have just given me a compliment, Mr. President.” 

“He came this way!” called a voice from beyond the trees. 



Rice: Elizabeth’s Exile, © 2026, free download PDF 
 

71 
 

“Here comes the rabble,” said Jackson. 

“I think I should leave,” I said. “But may I speak with you again?” 

“Make an appointment with my secretary,” said Jackson. 

Just as a man came thrashing through the bushes, I slipped away. 

“Oh, here you are, Mr. President,” said the man. “We thought you was lost or in some 

kinda danger.” 

“Give me the respect that is due to a general and a frontiersman,” said Jackson. “I am 

never lost or confused.” 
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Chapter 2 

 

 I went to the White House and waited in line as the secretary scratched his beard and 

turned down one after another request for some dapper or some degraded man to meet the 

president. He was prepared to say the same thing to me until I said, “The president has requested 

to see me. May I make an appointment?” 

 He looked at my face. “Seen you before,” he said. 

 Indeed, he had. Jackson had never seen me, but this man had. I had no recourse but to 

continue my prevarication. “I do not believe so. I am Monsieur Bidet,” I said. “The 

correspondent from Marseilles.” 

 “I will ask him,” said the secretary. He stepped down the hall, then returned. “The 

president told me to schedule a meeting with you. He can only spare a half hour.” He checked his 

ledger. “The president has an opening today, actually,” he said. “Half past two in the afternoon. 

He is usually tired by then, and his temper sometimes suffers for it.” 

 “I know something of his temperament, but I will take whatever I can get,” I said. 

 He wrote my name on his list. “Say, isn’t a bidet a kind of toilet?” 

 “Yes, indeed. It was invented by Madame Bidet, my aunt.” 

“Check before you come, though,” said the secretary. “The President is subject to fits of 

poor health.” 

 “He told me,” I said. 
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Chapter 3 

 

 I remembered back to 1814, during the war in which the British thought they could easily 

conquer the colonists who rebelled against them. And perhaps they could have, if they had taken 

it seriously. But they considered this American war a minor operation, perhaps no different than 

putting down an uprising in India. 

 The war did not look auspicious for America. The British were not just approaching from 

the Atlantic, but from the Caribbean also, through Spanish territory. And at the same time, white 

America was at war with factions of Indian nations. Not with us Cherokees, and not with most of 

the Creeks, but with the traditionalist Creeks who called themselves the Red Sticks, after the red-

painted clubs their warriors carried. The Red Sticks took advantage of this moment of America’s 

weakness to threaten American control of the entire Southeast. General Andrew Jackson 

convinced the American army to let him lead a war against the Red Sticks. 

 At the time, it appeared to us Cherokees that Andrew Jackson would be our friend. 

Looking back on it, I should have been suspicious of the fact that Jackson did not show any 

interest in our people until many of our warriors, my teenage self included, volunteered to help 

him fight the Creeks. Suddenly he was very solicitous and praised our savage prowess. This also 

should have made me suspicious also, since most of us were not savages. But we gambled on 

American victory and Jackson’s future as a prominent statesman. 

 The Ridge, perhaps our most distinguished Cherokee chief, decided to trust Jackson. At 

the time, I greatly revered The Ridge, who was a man huge in muscled stature and fierce of 

mien, as the English novels say. I knew The Ridge would be our principal Cherokee leader even 

more surely than I believed Jackson would rise to prominence in white America. There was no 

Cherokee like The Ridge. I would have done anything for him. I was also a friend of his son, 

John Ridge. Jackson made The Ridge a major, and from that point he has always been called 

Major Ridge. Now, almost twenty years later, Major Ridge and John Ridge, along with me, 

represented our nation in Washington, D.C. We shared a suite of rooms at the Indian Queen hotel 

not far from the White House. 

Not long after we joined Jackson in the Creek War of 1814, we realized that we were 

dealing with a man of vast anger and little conscience. Whenever he won a skirmish, he ordered 

his American militiamen to slaughter the Creek combatants. Once in a while we attacked a Creek 

town that had allied with the Red Sticks. Jackson did not order the slaughter of women and 

children, but the troops sometimes killed them too, usually after taking pleasure, or what only a 

savage could think was pleasure, with the women. Some of our Cherokee warriors were savages, 

joining the American soldiers in the exultation of blood. 

Andrew Jackson, then and forever after, demanded total personal loyalty—to him, not to 

America, or the Constitution, or the flag, or the military. He would not tolerate any disobedience. 

His officers knew this, and also knew that disobedience to orders was rife. So, they simply did 

not tell Jackson about any disobedience. Otherwise, they feared, half of the army would have to 
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kill the other half. But when Jackson did at last hear of an instance of disobedience—a fifteen-

year-old boy who refused to pick up firewood—he ordered a firing squad. 

There were very few good things I could say about Andrew Jackson. I heard that, in his 

youth, Jackson had been a drunkard and a brawler. When he had enough money, he bought his 

first black slave, a woman about his own age. For what? To take care of his house? He didn’t 

have one at the time. Cook his meals? He ate at taverns. There could have been only one reason 

he bought her. But then Andrew Jackson got married to a woman, as round as he was skinny, as 

short as he was tall, a woman named Rachel whose divorce from her previous husband was 

legally unclear. Jackson’s political enemies criticized him for this even after Rachel died. But I 

will say this. Once Jackson was married, he was absolutely faithful to Rachel. He had many 

opportunities for carnal exploits on his military campaigns, and he might have been the only 

American officer to have foregone them. He personally harmed no Red Stick Creek woman. 

Jackson knew that his future career depended on the success of the campaign against the 

Red Sticks. It would be another year before he would win the Battle of New Orleans or the 

Seminole Wars, and might never have had a chance to do so, without the help of our Cherokee 

warriors against the Creeks. 

One afternoon, a scout came back to our camp and spoke to General Jackson. The Red 

Sticks, he said, were inside of an impregnable fortification. We immediately took the opportunity 

to trap the Red Sticks in a siege. There was a bend in the Tallapoosa River in northern Alabama, 

Horseshoe Bend, which formed a peninsula of land. The Red Sticks, well stocked with food and 

ammunition, built a large, strong wall across the base of the peninsula, complete with portals 

through which they could shoot. When we arrived at the scene, Jackson and his American 

officers decided that an attack on, even an approach to, this fort was hopeless. The wall was 

strong, and a wide river protected them on three sides. 

Major Ridge could immediately see that the fort was, indeed, impregnable to American 

infantry, cavalry, and cannons. But to Cherokee warriors, it was laughably vulnerable. All we 

had to do was swim across the river and attack the fort. 

When Major Ridge told Jackson about the plan, Jackson was racked with pain, leaning 

against a sapling, with his butt sticking out in the air, just as I saw him do when I encountered 

him in Washington many years later.  Jackson was alone, having requested privacy during his 

intestinal runs, but he permitted Ridge to address him. I went with Ridge. After Ridge spoke to 

Jackson and left, I briefly stayed behind and was alone with Jackson. I have often wondered how 

history might have been different if I had slit Jackson’s throat right then. But I turned and 

followed Ridge. 

Under cover of darkness, our Cherokee warriors silently assembled on the far bank of the 

Tallapoosa. The only light was from Red Stick torches on the peninsula. Major Ridge waved, 

and we slipped into the water. We had rifles on little rafts that some of the warriors pulled. In 

addition, each of us had a big knife and a tomahawk. Red light shimmered on the waves. Major 

Ridge swam with the rest of us. 

“John,” I said, but not so loudly as to alert the Red Sticks. 
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“John,” came the answer. 

Thus began my friendship with John Ridge. We needed to exchange no words to know 

we would protect one another. 

At the same moment, Jackson’s artillery began to strike the fortress wall, drawing the 

Red Stick warriors’ attention there. We wore red caps to identify ourselves to each other. Our 

warriors had swum ashore and were shooting and knifing before the Red Stick warriors knew 

what was happening. 

We did not realize until we invaded that it was not just a fortress but a town with no small 

number of women and children. The other Cherokee warriors killed many of them, and others 

they enslaved, in Cherokee tradition. But John and I were scared young men who had never 

killed anyone before. 

John grabbed my arm. Several Red Sticks were running right toward us. John had one of 

the guns, but no time to use it. We ran around the back side of a corn crib. We found there a 

young Creek mother sheltering her little boy. I clutched my tomahawk. The woman’s eyes 

shone, and she screamed in terror. John and I looked at each other. We both knew that neither of 

us would harm her, but we had no way to communicate this fact, as her language was very 

different from ours. A Choctaw or a Chickasaw could have, perhaps, since their languages were 

similar. 

As the Creek woman looked into my face, the red torch flames shimmered across her 

sweat. I suddenly felt that she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. I might have 

thought differently if I had seen her in full sunlight. I tried to take her hand, but she must have 

thought I was reaching for her little boy. Her face was transformed by rage and she raised her 

hand to strike me. She had a little dagger. I grabbed this hand, but she was surprisingly strong. 

John wrested away the dagger. 

Just then, one of our Cherokee warriors found us. John and I backed up against the corn 

crib. We knew, with our red caps, that the warrior would not harm us, but we did not want to be 

in his way. He sank his tomahawk into the woman’s chest, then pulled it out and moved on. John 

and I watched the woman’s blood gush onto her crying child. Her breath came in gasps, until she 

breathed no more. We remained hidden as the rampage continued around us. John and I knew 

that we would never be great warriors like John’s father. 

Soon our warriors opened the fortress gate and American soldiers flooded in. The only 

surviving Red Stick warriors were the few who surrendered. Jackson ordered the American 

soldiers to not harm the women and children, but if Major Ridge had ordered our warriors to not 

take captives home as slaves, they would simply have ignored him. 

And here is the second of only two good things I could say about Andrew Jackson, the 

first being his faithfulness to his wife. Jackson did something for reasons that he never explained, 

and that no man, white or red, could figure out at the time. When General Jackson rode his horse 

past the dead Creek mother who continued to shelter her little boy, he looked down with an 

expression that could only be described as pity. He asked his officers that the little boy not only 

be spared but have his mother’s blood cleaned off of him and that he be sent back to Rachel at 
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The Hermitage and be treated as a son. And that is how the otherwise childless Andrew Jackson 

came to have a little Indian boy named Lincoya. No matter how much thought I gave to this, I 

was unable to think of a selfish reason, whether for wealth or political power, for Jackson to have 

done this. At least, not until much later. 
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Chapter 4 

 

 The secretary led me into the president’s office on the afternoon of our meeting in 1834. 

Jackson swiveled around toward me in his chair as the secretary left us alone. 

 “How do you like my swivel chair, Monsieur Bidet?” he asked. 

 “We have them in France,” I said. 

 “This one is a copy of the one Mr. Jefferson designed. An inventor, he was. Oh, my 

secretary tells me your aunt invented a new kind of toilet.” 

 “Yes, she did,” I said. 

 “It uses a little stream of water to clean things up, I understand.” 

 “Yes, sir,” I answered, though I did not know. 

 “You Europeans are a few steps ahead of us when it comes to shit-holes,” said Jackson. 

“Our privies usually just have seats with holes in them, and the shit falls down into a tub, which 

a faithful slave hauls off once in a while. And while a cloth might be answerable to your French 

delicacy, we just use corn cobs on the frontier. I hope you do not find us too savage, Monsieur 

Bidet.” He pronounced it Bee-det, emphasis on the first syllable. “In the army, out on campaigns, 

we use slit trenches. We dig a trench before camping, then cover it with soil when we leave. 

Worked fairly well, so long as you didn’t step where someone else’s slit trench had been. Well, I 

see you have brought your notebook, pen, and ink. Let’s get started. What would you like to 

discuss? Our time is short.” 

 “Shall we begin, Mr. President, with the Indian Removal Act of 1830?” 

 “It passed Congress, and I signed it. Overwhelmingly supported by Americans. Next 

question?” 

 “Many people continue to ask about it, sir. I understand that it passed by a narrow 

margin, in which case, it cannot have been supported as widely as you claim.” 

 “It passed Congress, and I signed it.” 

 “I do not question the legitimacy of the legal process, but the reason or reasons you 

pushed it so vigorously. My sources tell me that you were quite passionate about this bill.” 

 “As I believe I indicated before,” said Jackson, “many representatives opposed the bill in 

order to oppose me politically. Do not get the mistaken impression that Henry Clay and his Whig 

partisans have any particular love for the Cherokees. He once said that the extinction of the 

Cherokee people, and Indian peoples in general, was inevitable, and that it would be no great 

loss to the world. You knew this, of course.” 

 Yes, I knew it. I could not tell Jackson that this was the main reason that we Cherokee 

delegates did not bother to meet with any Whigs while we were in Washington. Whig supposedly 

stands for We Hope in God—at least so some of them claim—by which they mean the white 

God. 

 “Besides,” continued the president, “those sissy politicians from back east can afford to 

look down their noses at us Indian fighters. They already killed most of their Indians, back two, 
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three hundred years ago. Their Yankee ancestors were bloodier than I’ve ever been. You heard 

about William Bradford, that holy Puritan? Back in Massachusetts, he and his men surrounded a 

Pequot village at dawn and set it on fire. Then, when the people were running out, he and his 

men shot them. All of them, men, women, and children. They trapped as many of the Indians as 

they could inside and listened to them burn to death. They could smell the burning flesh. 

Bradford said that it was the sweet scent of a burnt offering unto the Lord. And now 

Massachusetts accuses me of being cruel to Indians by removing the Cherokees? Damn Yankees 

don’t have enough Indians left to remove!” 

 “But, why were you so passionate about the bill?” I asked. 

 “Because the Cherokees are like little children, and I am their Great White Father.” 

 I had heard that Jackson thought of himself as a benevolent overseer, but I had not 

imagined he would speak quite this forthrightly. 

 “You have heard, of course,” continued the president, “about how I adopted a little Indian 

boy. Creek, not Cherokee. This shows my benevolent intentions.” 

 I could not tell him that I had seen him do this. So, maybe there was a selfish reason after 

all: Jackson would be able to tell everyone the story of Lincoya, and how kind he was to Indians, 

even as he planned to conquer them. Maybe, even back in 1814, Jackson was laying shrewd 

political plans. 

 “But, sir, why would this require that you send the Cherokees away from their land?” 

 “To protect them from pernicious white influences. You know, whiskey and the like. 

White people will take advantage of them and wrest the land away from them. I have to send 

them far to the west where they will be safe.” 

 “Are you saying, Mr. President, that all white influences are pernicious? Christianity, 

perhaps?” 

 “No, but I assume the missionaries will follow them to the west.” 

 “So will the whiskey peddlers, sir. And if whiskey peddlers are the only problem, then 

would it not be more efficient to simply control their activities rather than to displace an entire 

population?” 

 “Well, this is not the only reason,” the president continued. “Another reason is that, in 

their current location, the Cherokee Nation lives mostly within the territory that is claimed by the 

state of Georgia. But, by sending them out west, we can guarantee the Cherokees clear and 

unchallenged land rights.” 

 “Which, sir, you are unable to do here in the east?” 

 “Besides, Monsieur Bee-det, the Cherokees need to learn the arts of civilization and 

agriculture. Currently, they are living in a rude state of nature. Their males spend all their time 

hunting and fighting. That is, when they feel like it. The women have to do all the work. Before 

White Man came to this continent, there were no taxes and women did all the work. And White 

Man thought he could improve on a system like that. But no matter, this system cannot function 

any longer.” 
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 “Mr. President, you have traveled through Cherokee lands. You know that what you have 

described is not the case. Cherokees build houses and live in them; they cultivate farms; they 

raise livestock, from which they obtain beef, pork, poultry, eggs, dairy products. As a matter of 

fact, the Cherokees export a lot of corn and preserved meat, especially to the southern plantation 

areas, where most of the land is used for cotton and which does not grow enough of its own food, 

that is, the land from which the soil has not eroded away.” 

 As if he had not heard me, Jackson continued. “There simply is not enough room for 

them to continue to live off of venison. Hunting takes more land than farming. Besides, the deer 

population has been decimated...” 

 “And who did that? It wasn’t the Cherokees.” 

 “But out west, the Cherokees can hunt deer to the full contentment of their hearts.” 

 “I repeat, Mr. President, sir, you are quite incorrect about the Cherokee economy. The 

number of looms, of spinning wheels, plows, sawmills, schools, all exceed the number to be 

found among a similar population of white settlers. Your own Indian Agent can confirm my 

statements and give you the exact numbers.” 

I had to resist the impulse to recite the numbers myself, so familiar was I to telling people 

about the accomplishments of my tribe. Among a population of 16,060, we had eighteen schools, 

thirty-six gristmills, thirteen sawmills, sixty-two blacksmith shops... I could even have told the 

president we had 46,732 pigs, although I am uncertain how they were counted. I mean, one can 

count people and schools and even plows. But pigs? Cherokee farmers would let the pigs go out 

in the woods in the day to forage for acorns, then at night the pigs would come back to eat fallen 

peaches from the orchards while the owners drank peach brandy. Did one count the pigs in the 

day or in the evening? Could one assume each man knew the exact number of pigs he had? And 

those numbers were from our 1824 census. Ten years earlier. How much greater they must have 

been in 1834 as I talked with Jackson. But no Frenchman would know these numbers, so I kept 

silent. 

“Well, to whatever extent that may be the case,” the president continued, “the land out 

west is far better than the land in Georgia and nearby states. The eastern lands are plum wore out. 

Out west is a land flowing with milk and honey, like Scripture says.” The president actually 

looked like he had scored a stickball point against me. For time out of memory, stickball had 

been our Cherokee national sport. 

“Then why do the whites want the Cherokee land, and not the land out west?” 

Jackson shot back at me, “Have you actually traveled in Cherokee lands?” 

“Yes, I have.” 

“Those Cherokees are savages. I should know. I fought alongside them, back when we 

were full allies. I saw how ruthlessly bloody they could be.” 

“But, sir, that was in 1814, was it not? A lot has changed since 1814. Since then, the 

Cherokees have developed their own system of writing, set up a printing press, and count among 

their leaders some highly cultured and dignified men. We discussed this when we met in the 

park. They have their own government, their own constitution, a government modeled after the 
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United States government... or did, before Georgia dismantled it. Now Georgia prohibits the 

Cherokee constitution, council meetings, the Cherokee supreme court...” 

“Is this what you have seen in Cherokee land?” 

“It is.” 

“Of course, it is. Along their main road, they have some nice farms and even plantation 

houses set up. Even churches. That’s what they want you to see. But away from the roads, back 

up in the hills, where most of them live, they are still savages.” The president stood up so quickly 

that the swivel chair fell backwards loudly enough that the secretary peeked his head in. 

“The Cherokees are not people,” Jackson screamed. “They are animals! Of course, some 

of them dress up and look white. Especially men like the Ridges and even that annoying John 

Ross. You can teach a dog to walk on two legs. What does that prove? Everything good about 

them is simply imitation on their part. That Cherokee who invented their writing system, for 

example. He got the idea by seeing our writing system. He may not have used our alphabet, but 

he got the idea from us.” 

“Sir, the missionaries had been trying to invent a writing system for the Cherokee 

language for many years, and failed. Their system simply did not fit the Cherokee language. 

Then when Sequoyah invented his syllabary, its use spread like wildfire among the Cherokees, 

because it fit their language. From being illiterate, the Cherokees shot up to one of the highest 

literacy rates in the world. Higher than the whites, certainly.” 

“They are illiterate in English, which is what counts,” continued the president. “And 

everything you mentioned on your list of civilized accomplishments are things that they copied 

from us white Americans! Like Cherokees raising cows, for example. Who the hell started that?” 

“I heard it was the late Nancy Ward, the last of their Beloved Women.” 

“And when was that?” 

“About fifty years ago.” 

“My point exactly, Mr. Bee-det.” He pointed at me. “Animals can copy but cannot 

invent. The Cherokees are smart animals, I’ll give you that. But they do not know how to take 

care of themselves. Left to their own devices, they turn their so-called homeland into a shit-hole. 

Like pigs in a sty.” 

For a moment, my muscles tensed so tightly that I might have attacked him bare-handed. 

But I reminded myself why I was here. I was, however, very astonished that he compared my 

race to pigs. 

Then I blurted out, “So you consider eighteenth-century Cherokees to be animals because 

they did not live like white people, and nineteenth-century Cherokees to be animals because they 

do?” 

Jackson smiled. “You’re taking this a little hard, aren’t you, Frenchman? I can see that 

you Frenchmen have not had to deal with savage tribes. The last time you had savage tribes was 

when Julius Caesar conquered Gaul. Two thousand years ago. Ever since that time, you have had 

no savage frontier. And you will admit, most of the attainments of civilization of which you 
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Frenchmen are so proud—with some justification, I can say from my own limited contact with 

it—came from the Romans. So, think of white Americans as Romans, and Cherokees as Gauls. 

“And we,” continued Jackson, “have been very forbearing of our Cherokees. The 

Romans had no hesitation to just kill everyone who stood in their way. Can you see Julius Caesar 

offering the Gauls some nice land in Germany or someplace—and even buy their land and pay 

their moving expenses—in return for the land that is now France, the way we are now offering 

land and moving expenses to Cherokees? See, conquest is not so bad, is it. Especially if it is done 

benevolently, as I aspire to do it.” He set his chair upright and settled down into it. 

I felt totally drained by all that I heard. I did not have time to write anything down. All I 

could say was, “Is there anything more you would like me to hear, Mr. President?” 

Jackson thought for a moment. “Yes, there is. I had an idea about how to get the 

Cherokees to move.” 

“And that was?” 

“It is actually very simple,” said Jackson, swiveling himself around. “All we would have 

to do is to take their children into our protective custody. They love their children, these 

Cherokees do. They would do anything to be re-united with their children. If we took their 

children out west, their parents would follow them. Nobody gets hurt this way.” 

My hand was on my dagger as I stood. I might have assassinated Jackson right there. But 

I heard his secretary cough lightly behind me. 

Jackson could see my tension. “Settle down, Mr. Bee-det,” he said. “It’s not going to 

happen. I tried it. I sent a direct order to General Winfield Scott. He refused to implement it. He 

said it was cruel and inhuman. Funny way for a general to talk who has killed as many people as 

he has. But then he said that I, as commander in chief, did not actually have the authority to issue 

this order. I could give him binding orders during an actual war, but as we do not have a 

Congressionally-declared war with the Cherokees, this action would fall under some other 

jurisdiction than his. My Secretary of War confirmed that General Scott was correct. I tried. This 

might have saved everyone, not least the Cherokees, a lot of trouble. 

“Or, on the other hand,” continued Jackson, “maybe it wouldn’t have worked. Maybe 

these Cherokees really don’t love their children. If I separated the children from their parents, 

and put the children in cages, I bet hundreds of the parents would choose to not be re-united with 

their children. Of course, we will never know. All I know is that the Cherokees are not fully 

human, and do not share the tender passions in their hearts that white people possess.” 

My fingers tightened on my dagger, then relaxed. “I will convey your thoughts to my 

readers,” I said. 

I returned to my room and wrote down all of this conversation as I remembered it. I 

wished I could have published it in the Cherokee Phoenix, but the newspaper was under orders to 

publish nothing relating one way or the other to the question of Removal to the west. I, Principal 

Chief of the Cherokee Nation, was the one who issued that order. 
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Chapter 5 

 

 I met with the Ridges in the dining room at the Indian Queen. I told them nothing about 

my meetings with Jackson. They decided that there was no other course open to us than to 

negotiate favorable terms for removal to the west. I opposed this but knew that my position was 

hopeless. I returned to Cherokee territory and let them continue meeting with the president who 

did not yet know that I was John Ross. 

 Since the beginning of the decade, the voice of the prophet had been crying out in the 

land. Only it was not from an Indian prophet, such as the brother of Tecumseh, nor from the 

frontier. It was from New York. It was the inane braying of a supposed clergyman named John 

Schermerhorn. Most Cherokees did not take him seriously, particularly the women whom he 

kept trying to seduce. But the rich Cherokees who favored removal—in particular, the Ridges 

and Boudinot—listened to him. Not because they thought he was a holy man. That would have 

been stupid, and I have never considered the Ridges and Boudinot to be stupid. But it was 

because the Jackson Administration had sent Schermerhorn as its representative to the Cherokees 

to encourage us to move west and leave the graves of our ancestors behind. 
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Chapter 6 

 

 It was autumn of 1835. I had returned to the Cherokee Nation from Washington. As 

principal chief, I had called a meeting of all Cherokees who could attend, and thousands of them 

could, since they had just completed the harvest and the corn cribs were full. We held the 

meeting at Red Clay, in Tennessee just over the Georgia border, because if we had held the 

meeting in our capital city of New Echota, which Georgia claimed was theirs, they would have 

arrested us. Red Mud might have been a better name for the town, as heavy rain fell during the 

entire meeting. 

The Ridges and Boudinot were there. So was Schermerhorn, who spent most of his time 

milling about and tittering with the young Cherokee ladies. So was our perennial friend, a true 

minister of the gospel, Samuel Worcester, the one who had supplied us with our printing press. It 

was a time for bombastic speeches, which the common Cherokees loved to hear. They loved 

listening to Major Ridge’s booming voice as he spoke to them in Cherokee—but they did not 

show any evidence that they agreed with him. They loved Worcester’s sermons, translated into 

Cherokee by the even-more-booming voice of Reverend Jesse Bushyhead. Nobody listened to 

Schermerhorn. 

 We had a most unusual visitor, an English geologist named George W. 

Featherstonehough. When I told him his name was the most complex English name I had 

encountered, he asked me what my Cherokee name was. I told him it was Cooweescoowee.  He 

said that Cooweescoowee was no easier for an Englishman to pronounce than Featherstonehough 

was for a Cherokee. 

 “I feel very welcome among your people,” Featherstonehough said to me when we met. 

“They have already given me a Cherokee name.” 

 “And what is it?” I asked, smiling. 

 He looked in his notebook. “Oostanaulee,” he said. “It means gravel washed down by 

floods. I understand that they also have a town by that name. The name fits. I study rocks, most 

of which, around here, are covered by trees and soil. In order to see fossils, I need to go to gravel 

outwashes.” 

 “What are fossils?” asked Reverend Jesse Bushyhead, who walked up to join us. 

 “They are the remains of ancient animals and plants that lived millions of years ago,” said 

Featherstonehough. “They lived back when the rocks we see today were still sediments at the 

bottom of the sea.” 

 “The Great Flood was only a few thousand years ago,” said Bushyhead. 

 “Ah, here, my friend, we must differ,” said Featherstonehough. “I am a disciple of the 

Scottish geologist, James Hutton, as interpreted by John Playfair. They were the ones who 

explained how the soil washes down into the sea, then the sediments are lifted up and become 

high mountains, which erode away into the sea, to be lifted up again, over and over, perhaps 

forever.” 



Rice: Elizabeth’s Exile, © 2026, free download PDF 
 

84 
 

 “I am a disciple of the one and only God, and his one and only Son. Behold my beloved 

Son, in Whom I am well pleased,” said Bushyhead, quoting the Bible. “Hear ye Him.” 

 “Ah, but Reverend, as the European scientist Galileo said, the Bible tells us how to go to 

Heaven, not how the heavens go. Nor how the rocks were formed.” 

 “All that we need to know is recorded in Scripture,” said Bushyhead. 

 “Well, Reverend, if that were so, then the scripture would tell the Cherokees whether to 

stay or to move west. But scripture is silent on this point. Are you correct, Reverend Bushyhead, 

or is Reverend Schermerhorn correct?” 

 “Schermerhorn is a squaynooyaunah,” said Bushyhead. “The women call him Devil-

Horn.” 

 “I heard about that,” said Featherstonehough. “But neither of you can cite scripture for 

your position. You, sir, are credible, because you are a man of honor, and Schermerhorn is not 

credible, because he is a Devil Horn. It is your faithfulness to God’s way, not some scriptural 

detail, that proves your position against removal. Similarly, the rocks tell me the story of the 

Earth. And a very old Earth it is.” 

 

* 

 

 The morning came for the critical Cherokee voice vote on the question of removal. 

Everyone wanted to just go home. Our makeshift pine-branch roofs did not keep out the constant 

drip of the rain. If it hadn’t been for the nearly inexhaustible supply of beef for the campfires, I 

think everyone would have already left. 

 When I spoke to the people, urging them to stand firm against removal, despite the Indian 

Removal Act, the overwhelming majority of the Cherokees cheered. Bushyhead made sure they 

all heard my English words in Cherokee. The people were already starting to leave before 

Boudinot, the Ridges, or Schermerhorn could speak. 

 The Cherokee people supported my position. It was not because of me; I have no 

particular appeal to the heart. I am a quiet-voiced intellectual. They supported my position 

because they wanted to stay in the land of their ancestors. 

  



Rice: Elizabeth’s Exile, © 2026, free download PDF 
 

85 
 

 

Chapter 7 

 

 Schermerhorn called a meeting in December of 1835 in our capital, New Echota, in 

Georgia. A few hundred Cherokees showed up. The Ridges and Boudinot were there; I was not. 

The state of Georgia had an arrest warrant out for me, since I was the chief of a tribe they 

considered to be illegal occupants of their land. I stayed at my cabin in Red Clay, Tennessee. The 

meeting occurred with the permission, even the encouragement, of the government and militia of 

Georgia. I was told that when Schermerhorn announced the Cherokee Nation would have to sign 

a treaty with the United States indicating their willingness to relocate to the west, the few 

Cherokees present mumbled an assent and went home. 

A few days later, Schermerhorn met with twenty Cherokees in Boudinot’s house. 

Schermerhorn laid out a long and intricately worded treaty on the table. The handful of 

Cherokees agreed to it and, the following March, signed it. Schermerhorn rushed it to 

Washington, where the United States Senate ratified the Treaty of New Echota in May, 1836. It 

passed the Senate by a single vote. That is, almost half of the senators recognized that the treaty 

was not valid. The Cherokee signatories did not represent the will of the Cherokee people. 

President Jackson immediately signed the treaty, which allowed two years for all Cherokees to 

relocate to the west. 

In his younger days, Major Ridge had championed a law, in the Cherokee Council, that 

condemned to death any person who would sell Cherokee land without the consent of the 

Council. And he murdered Chief Doublehead, who enriched himself by selling Cherokee land. 

Now Ridge himself violated this law. I myself do not condemn him, but I cannot imagine that he 

will escape the same punishment that he brought down on Doublehead. 
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Chapter 8 

 

 I knew perfectly well what was going to happen next. I knew that the vast majority of my 

people, who opposed removal, would be forced at gunpoint to leave their homes and go west. 

But the people lived with an illusion that if they just stayed home, continued planting and 

harvesting their crops, milking their cows, spinning their wool, suckling their kids, the American 

army would leave them alone. 

I knew that the only intelligent thing to do was to sell my possessions while I could, 

accept the American government’s offer of payment for my house and improvements (not the 

land itself, which was owned by the tribe), and move west. But I represented the Cherokee 

majority, including their illusions, and could not leave them. My family remained at my 

plantation house in Spring Place, north of our capital, New Echota. I also had a little cabin in 

Red Clay, right across the river in Tennessee, where I lived to avoid arrest. I knew that by May 

1838, at the latest, we would be forced to emigrate to the Darkening Land.  

 In November 1836, I fantasized that my Red Clay cabin was where my soul belonged and 

that, be it ever so humble, there was no place like home. These were lyrics from a song that had 

recently become popular. And the author of those words, which he set to a Celtic tune, was 

sitting beside me in my cabin. 

 “I don’t suppose you could sing the song for which you have earned such renown,” I said 

to John Howard Payne. 

 “My dear Ross,” he said. “I am so sick of that tune that I should scream if I ever hear it 

again. Though, I must admit, the words are particularly apt at this time and place. For how many 

centuries your Cherokee people have been in this very location, your home sweet home, and now 

the American government is forcing you to leave and go to a land you do not know. How 

appropriate it might be if you and your people, on your forced march westward, should sing my 

song. I hope I am not there to hear it.” 

 “They probably won’t,” I said. “We Cherokees are a silent bunch. I doubt you will hear 

anything except weeping, and then only quietly. And, we have been here forever.” 

 “Perhaps not, Mr. Ross,” Payne said. “I have been studying Indian languages, and the 

Cherokee tongue is related to the Iroquois tongue, not to the Muskogee, Choctaw, or Chickasaw 

languages. This suggests to me that your Cherokee people migrated from the north long ago, at a 

time no longer remembered. Not that it makes any difference. This has been, since long before 

the first European befouled the shores of North America, your home. Western Arkansas 

Territory is not your home; it is the home of the Osage, the Caddo, and the Comanche. Your 

home is here.” 

 We heard voices outside. Men’s voices yelling. And we heard the clopping of horses’ 

hooves. We also heard the jangling of chains. We heard a pounding, unnecessarily loud, upon 

my door. 

 “John Ross! Open the blasted door!” said a gruff voice. 
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 I rose to my feet and approached the door. “Who are you?” I yelled out. 

 “John Ross! Just open the damned door!” 

 “By whose authority?” I asked. 

 “Just open the door or we will light this cabin on fire!” 

 That was the night the Georgia militia arrested Payne and me. 

  



Rice: Elizabeth’s Exile, © 2026, free download PDF 
 

88 
 

 

Chapter 9 

 

 My arrest and brief detainment by the Georgia militia in 1836 remained foremost on my 

mind when I returned to Washington, D.C. in 1837, not long before Andrew Jackson was to 

relinquish his presidency to Martin Van Buren. Jackson had caused all this trouble, and Van 

Buren was left to handle the mess. 

 Jackson was already packing boxes when his secretary ushered me into his office. Lots 

and lots of boxes, mostly of bound volumes of newspapers. 

 The secretary whispered to me, “Mr. Bidette, I seem to recall the president occasionally 

got very exercised at you. Just to save you any frustration, you should realize that the president 

never changes his mind about anything ever.” 

 I knew this. 

 “Mr. Bidette,” Jackson said when we were alone. “I’m packing to go back to my little 

cabin. I forgot the name of the newspaper for which you work, in France, but I should be happy 

for copies of your articles about me.” 

 “I will check into it, Mr. President,” I said, knowing that in his mass of newsprint he 

would forget that I did not send him copies of a newspaper that did not exist. 

 He collapsed into his swivel chair. His straight angles appeared to be falling apart. “I 

could have run for another term, and won it, but I am nearly overwhelmed by the work. Now I 

shall have time to oversee my plantation, where the slaves obey me, quite unlike a number of 

politicians here in this blasted city. So, Mr. Bidette. Are you still writing about the Cherokees?” 

 “Yes, sir. The French people are following the story with great interest.” 

 “Is that so,” said Jackson. “What do they think of my policy?” 

 “Mr. President, I would be remiss if I did not tell you that the French people, by and 

large, think you to be the greatest monster they have ever heard of.” 

 Jackson chuckled, then coughed. “Well,” he said, then shot a load of phlegm toward a 

spittoon that he almost hit. “I don’t much care what they think. The French could all go to hell, 

as far as I care. Not meaning you personally, of course.” 

 “The French people are the allies of the United States, sir,” I said. “Their opinion is of 

great importance to American security.” 

 “I do not care what our allies think of us,” said the president. “If they don’t like what I 

have done, they are all scum. Do you know what scum is?” 

 “It is an English word I have encountered,” I said. 

 “Well, our so-called allies had better get used to what I have done, or else they may find 

the United States taking over their land and territories, just as I have expropriated Cherokee 

land.” 

Rather than to respond, I said, “You may have read that Alexis de Tocqueville has 

traveled extensively in America in just the last few years.” 
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 “I have seen references to him in the papers,” said Jackson. “Funny that I have seen no 

reference to you. So, remind me again why I should care.” 

 “When the Marquis de Lafayette visited America recently, everyone, not the least 

yourself, rolled out a glorious welcome for him.” 

 “Well, of course, Mr. Bo-dette. Lafayette helped us win the Revolutionary War. With his 

recent death, an era has passed. I am glad we had a chance to show him that, however hopeless 

our cause seemed in 1776, his efforts and the risks to which he put himself have proven very 

fruitful.” 

 “He did not merely help you win,” I said. “His help was utterly essential to America. And 

what if America should again have to call upon some friendly ally for assistance?” 

 “We will never be in that situation again,” said Jackson. “We need no help from anybody 

in the world, and we never will. We have all the resources we need, right here. Presidents before 

me have worried about the interests of other nations. But I have brought in a change. I have put 

America first.” He emphasized each of the last three words by banging his fist on his desk. 

 “Many of us question whether this is the case,” I said. “Your approach seems to be, 

America only rather than America first. Every nation puts itself first. The French put themselves 

first. The Cherokees put themselves first. This is not particularly surprising. But you believe that 

American interests are the only ones of any consequence in the world. By treating other nations 

as if they have no legitimate interests, you are rejecting any help they might offer in time of 

need. And that might be disastrous for America.” 

 “Really?” said Jackson. “The French will help us, in the unlikely event that we should 

need it in the future, irregardless of how we treat them. And who knows but that it might be the 

French who come crawling to us in need of assistance. And then what can you give us? Another 

Louisiana Purchase? You can’t even control Haiti. You can’t even conquer Algeria. Oh, the 

French don’t like me? I’m really scared.” 

 I tried a different approach. “You talk, Mr. President, as if everyone supports what you 

have done. But you alienated even your own supporters. You fired the Cabinet you had in place 

when you began your presidency—your entire Cabinet—and replaced it with men who were 

unquestioningly and personally loyal to you.” 

 “Yes,” said Jackson. “My Kitchen Cabinet, as reporters have called it. Well, gentlemen 

may talk in the parlor, but the real work gets done by men of action around the kitchen table. I 

appointed the men I could get things done with. A Cabinet is supposed to be loyal.” 

 “My point was simply that you now have a worldwide reputation as someone who is 

unable to work together with anybody else. Your policies emanate entirely from your own ego.” 

 “Monsieur Bou-diette,” Jackson said, “I am beginning to find you tiresome.” 

 “Maybe when you are back in your little frontier cabin, you can yell at the walls and they 

will not contradict you. But a leader has to listen to those who disagree with him.” 

 “Tiresome, tiresome, Mr. Bou-diette. Can you explain to me, in the few moments I have 

left to spare you, whether anything negative has resulted from my actions?” 
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 “Indeed, I can, Mr. President. I refer to the forced emigration of the entire Cherokee 

Nation and other Indian nations as well.” 

 “Oh, that again.” 

 “It is a tremendous mess that you have left for your successors to clean up.” I started to 

flush and become angry. But since I knew I would never talk to him again, I did not care. “Just 

how much is this operation going to cost the American taxpayer?” 

 “The Cherokee land is very valuable.” 

 “In our last meeting, you said it was worn out and practically worthless. Or, do you 

happen to refer to the discovery of millions of dollars’ worth of gold in Dahlonega in Cherokee 

territory?” 

 “It is in Georgia.” 

 “Only according to the Georgians. According to treaties between the federal government 

and Cherokee people, Dahlonega is on Cherokee land. Besides, the riches of that land will not go 

to the federal government. It is the state of Georgia that will reap the profits. It is Georgia that 

has conducted a lottery to give away the land to its citizens, a state lottery that enriches the 

coffers of Georgia, not the United States.” 

 “Rich Georgians will pay more federal taxes.” 

 “How much more?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “And the military operation that will be required to evict the Cherokees. Soldiers, arms, 

munitions. And then all of the food and supplies and wagons that the Treaty of New Echota 

guarantees to the Cherokees when they arrive in the west. And all of the people needed to direct 

this operation. Commissaries and the like. Muleteers. All of this money will come from 

American taxpayers, many of whom live in the Northeast and oppose Cherokee Removal. You 

are taking their money to make Georgia rich. And there is the little matter of that land that you 

own in Cherokee territory. The profit you will make on that land wouldn’t happen to be a factor 

in your decision to send the Cherokees into exile?” 

 I had just accused President Jackson of a financial crime. I expected him to explode, but 

he did not. In retrospect, I realized that it was probably because the president would simply 

pardon himself if he were ever convicted of a financial crime. Or have Van Buren pardon him. 

Jackson studied his thumbs and said, “My financial affairs are none of your concern, especially 

since you are not an American citizen. Go ahead and publish your accusations if you like. 

Nobody on this side of the ocean will care.” 

 I continued. “Do you have any idea how much it will cost the American taxpayer for you 

to move sixteen thousand Cherokees by land and by river to the Darkening Land?” 

 Jackson looked up. “What did you call it?” 

 “The Cherokees call it the Darkening Land, sir.” 

 “But you are not Cherokee. Why did you call it that?” 
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 “I have listened to a lot of them. I have acquired the habit of using their terms.” This was 

technically true. “Back to my point. It looks to me as if you have wasted a huge amount of 

taxpayer money, even as you have claimed that a smaller government is a better government.” 

 “You have come most nicely to the point,” said Jackson. “If it were just up to the people, 

primarily to the people of Georgia, the Cherokees would simply be slaughtered. That, I cannot 

allow.” 

 “How kind of you, sir,” I said. I think he was oblivious to my sarcasm. “The federal 

government of the United States of America, according to your constitution, has the sole 

authority to regulate relationships with people outside the United States. The Senate has sole 

authority to ratify treaties, such as those that recognized Cherokee sovereignty. The state of 

Georgia, however, simply declared that the Cherokee government was illegal and that the land 

belonged to them. You couldn’t stop them. They revolted against the United States Constitution, 

and you couldn’t stop them. 

 “And another thing you couldn’t stop,” I rushed on. “The Georgia militia actually 

invaded the sovereign state of Tennessee and arrested the Principal Chief of the Cherokee 

Tribe.” Carried away by anger, I almost said, arrested me. “The Georgia government knew it 

was illegal under the constitution but they did it anyway.” 

 “That was eventually resolved,” said Jackson. “Georgia decided it did not want a war 

with Tennessee.” 

 “It should not be necessary, in a federal union, for one state to threaten another with war. 

I warn you, sir, that this is a problem somebody must deal with. Not you, but one of your 

successors. If states such as Georgia can do whatever they want, you will eventually get war. A 

war between states. 

 “Moreover,” I continued. “In the case of Worcester v. the State of Georgia, the Supreme 

Court of the United States ruled in favor of Reverend Samuel Worcester, who was under arrest 

for refusing to swear an oath of loyalty to Georgia. In so doing, the Court declared the Indian 

Removal Act to be unconstitutional. The state of Georgia did not bother to show up at this court 

hearing, which the Cherokees therefore won by default. Your state of Georgia, which considers 

itself part of America, does not even recognize the right of the Supreme Court to summon an 

appearance by any of its representatives.” 

 “I don’t believe that any of my federal employees should have to answer a summons, 

whether to a court or to Congress. In fact, I would order them to not do so, if they were 

subpoenaed. And I said,” muttered Jackson, “that John Marshall was welcome to enforce his 

decision if he could.” 

 I remembered clearly how angry I had been when I read this remark in a newspaper when 

Jackson had originally said it. It showed not only disregard for Cherokees, but for the 

Constitution. It was an insult to the American people. 

 I told him, “It is the job, and the duty, of the Executive Branch to enforce not just the 

laws enacted by the Legislative Branch but also the decisions of the Judicial Branch. That’s the 

way your constitution is supposed to work. We French were impressed with your constitution, on 
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paper. But now,” I said, standing and raising myself to my full unimpressive height, “I must 

report to the nations of Europe that the American experiment is a failure. The three branches of 

government do not work. And the states act as if they are separate countries. Henceforth, no 

nation on Earth will be able to trust the so-called United States of America.” 

 I expected, almost welcomed, an explosion from the president, like the one I had received 

the previous time. But Jackson shrugged. “I don’t care. I wanted to be president. I did that, and 

now I can go home. Besides, Mr. Bou-dott, I think you have exaggerated the viciousness of our 

noble American citizens. You referred to the arrest of John Ross. But I understand that he was 

well treated and soon returned to his home.” 

 Jackson turned away to resume packing, and his secretary led me out. I almost shouted 

that John Ross was not treated well during his illegal arrest. I could not, for then he would have 

asked me how I knew this. 
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Chapter 10 

 

Here is what really happened to me during and after the arrest back on that dark night in 

1836. 

 Payne and I had not gotten out of my door that night the previous November when the 

militiamen shackled our wrists and bound us in chains. The militiamen, whose faces I could 

barely see in the dark but whose spirited breaths I could smell, led us to our horses. At bayonet 

point, they forced me onto Payne’s horse and Payne onto mine. The rain, with its autumn chill, 

penetrated our clothes. We were not allowed to take our coats. 

 “Why am I being arrested?” I asked as loudly as I could. 

 My response was a nasty blow from one of the militiamen’s rifle butts. 

 “The constitution of the United States gives me the right of habeas corpus,” I said. 

 “Much good will it do you, Ross. We’re the Georgia militia and we don’t give one dog 

turd about the United States Constitution.” He motioned with the point of his rifle to Payne. 

“And whoever this co-conspirator is.” 

 “Georgia? This is Tennessee. You have just invaded the sovereign state of Tennessee.” 

 “And nobody knows it but me and you, you bloodthirsty savage.” 

 “Why are you taking my papers?” asked Payne as a militiaman crammed his writings into 

a wet bag. 

 “We got to know what you’re up to,” came the answer. 

 The militiamen used many other epithets against me and Payne, but not nearly as many as 

they used in response to their own clumsiness. They drew our horses by ropes behind theirs, but 

it was night and they could not see the trail. Whenever they reached a dead end, there was 

another colorful curse. Once they led us over a slope and a horse fell over in the mud, pinning 

one of the militiamen underneath it. He broke his leg in the fall. 

 Finally, they found a crossroads and stopped. At that point, I was not sure which state we 

were in. 

 “Sweet Jesus, what a night,” said one. “Wisht I was home, sure enough.” 

 “Won’t be too long until you can get yourself one of those nice Cherokee cabins. It prolly 

won’t smell as bad as mine.” 

 “Well, if you’d quit spitting in the corner, your cabin wouldn’t smell so bad.” 

 They laughed, and then one of them began to sing Home Sweet Home. I still find the 

coincidence incredible. Of course, the man didn’t know most of the words, La la la, la la, lah, 

lah, there’s no place like home... 

 “I wrote that song,” said Payne. 

 The singer stopped. “That a fact? New things ever’ day. Wait’ll I tell my missus who I 

arrested tonight. Could you sing it for me, since you wrote it?” 

 “No!” 
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 “Don’t believe him,” said a second militiaman. “What a fucking stupid story. How likely 

is it that the man that wrote that song would be here? That ain’t no Cherokee song. He just wants 

to get favors from us. There’s things he can do to get favors, all right, but singin’ that song ain’t 

one of them. Oh, here they are.” 

 We reined our horses at the approach of another group. They must also have been 

Georgia militiamen. I heard chains, but the two prisoners they shackled were not on horses. They 

were on foot, and one of them had a shackle around his neck. The horses moved faster than the 

men could walk. One of them tripped and the horse dragged him through the mud. He moaned as 

the wet ground and the rocks rubbed against him. Eventually he stumbled to his feet. We 

followed. 

 The militiamen took all four of us prisoners to a log cabin, unchained us, and forced us 

inside. The stench was overpowering, and as soon as a militiaman briefly lit a match I could see 

why. A Cherokee corpse was hanging by a noose from the rafter. 

 “Oh, God, oh, God,” Payne kept intoning after the militiamen had left. 

 “God will rescue us yet,” said one of the other prisoners. 

 “Oh, God, Mary Shelley was right,” said Payne, referring to a woman in England whom 

he greatly admired. She wrote a novel about someone constructing an artificial man, a monster. 

“There is no God watching over us in Heaven. We create Heaven and Hell for ourselves. And 

here in Georgia, they have created Hell.” 

 “Do not blame God for what Man has done,” said the fourth man. 

 “I’m not,” said Payne. “I simply note that He is not here.” 

 “He is everywhere, my good man. He is not welcome everywhere, and a day of judgment 

is coming against the Georgians, but He is here,” said the first prisoner again. I recognized his 

voice. 

 “Your voice sounds familiar,” I said to him. 

 “I am the Reverend Samuel Worcester,” he said. 

 “Indeed, what a coincidence! This night is full of coincidences,” I said. 

 “Coincidences? Maybe blessings,” said the fourth man. 

 “Sam, just try to guess who I am.” 

 “You called me Sam. No, it can’t be. Is that you, John Ross?” 

 “It is. You can probably guess why they arrested me—for having a government they 

consider illegal. The only problem is, they invaded Tennessee to do it.” 

 “John, my friend, you aren’t done yet,” said Sam. “No matter what insults these demons 

throw at you, you will rise again. Behold, God has put us together. I’d shake your hand if I could 

find it.” 

 “Allow me to introduce John Howard Payne,” I said. “The composer of...” I said. 

 “...of that tiresome song everyone is singing,” said Payne. “Home Sweet Home.” 

 “Another coincidence, I assume?” said Sam. 

 “Sam, why did they arrest you?” I asked. 
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 “I refused to swear the oath of allegiance to Georgia. Same thing with the Reverend 

Butrick here.” 

 We talked far into the night despite exhaustion. For who could rest with the hanging 

specter of death above our heads? Among the things I learned was that the Georgians had 

smashed the printing press of the Cherokee Phoenix with sledgehammers and scattered the print 

on the ground. 

 “The Georgians, and whites in general, are terrified that an Indian tribe has a written 

language,” said Butrick. “Messages can be sent at a distance, accurately, and records can be kept. 

People with a written language are difficult to subdue. We can organize a thousand times better 

by the written word than by individuals riding horses around and shouting.” 

 We fell asleep. When we awoke, morning light was shining through the interstices 

between the logs and underneath the door. Payne and I sat up, Worcester and Butrick prayed. 

The clergymen were still caked in mud. The door opened, and a militiaman, this one scarcely a 

boy, brought in four bowls of mush. We finished eating, then shat in the corner. Couldn’t smell 

much worse than that corpse. There was no floor or furniture or inner walls. 

 A military band outside started playing. Trumpets carried the melody line, one fumbling 

piccolo added ornamentation, a tuba farted a random bass line. There were only about a dozen 

musicians, and they must have played in several different keys at once, but the melody was 

unmistakable. It was a lively, drum-tattooed rendition of Home Sweet Home. 

 We were all released later that day. The commander admitted they had no authority in 

Tennessee as he released Payne and myself. Sam and Butrick resided in Georgia, but I managed 

their release when I said they could stay in my cabin in Red Clay. 

 But they did not give Payne’s papers back to him. When he asked about it, the militiamen 

called an officer. The officer said, “Those papers, Mr. Payne, are evidence, good enough for our 

Georgia courts of law, that you are a French spy. But we are going to release you anyway.” 

 We rode on our two horses to Red Clay. While we stopped to rest, Worcester dismounted 

and walked to the middle of the road. A worm wriggled on top of a flat rock. Worcester picked it 

up and tossed it gently into the fragrant moist leaf litter. 

 “What was that all about?” Payne asked. 

 “Even something as lowly as a worm has a right to his home sweet home.” 

 Butrick said, “That is the same thing that St. Francis of Assisi did. He’d rescue worms. I 

know he was a Catholic, but he is undoubtedly a saint anyway.” 

 “Just one little worm, out of all the millions that die in the road?” I asked. 

 “God sent me this little worm so I could rescue him,” said Worcester. “I do not worry 

about all the others. I help the Cherokees. I know that the Choctaws and Chickasaws and 

Muskogees and Seminoles are suffering too, but my time is completely occupied with the 

Cherokees.” 
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Great was my relief to find my cabin unburned. 

 “My writings are well known in the world,” Payne said. “I will write about what has 

happened and tell your story to many a sympathetic ear.” 

 “While you are at it,” I told him, “let me give you copies of some of my writings. They 

are most certainly not going to get published in the Phoenix. Please, write as much as you can.” 
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Chapter 11 

 

 When the United States army started forcing the Cherokees out of their homes and fields 

and herding them into stock corrals at the embarkation points, I traveled back to my plantation 

house in Georgia, for I knew the Georgia militia would not try to arrest me now. When I arrived, 

I found a white family already living in my house. The Georgia government simply told the 

family the house was theirs. The white family had no idea my family was still living in it until 

they opened the door and walked in. While the militiamen would certainly have poked their 

bayonets into my wife and children, the American army officers allowed us to move belongings 

we had already packed onto wagons. Unlike most other Cherokees, we could afford covered 

wagons. Our slaves were ready to travel with us. The white family allowed my family to remain 

in a storeroom until the last minute, and had even fed them. 

 The federal troops treated us respectfully. General Scott saw to that. Beyond the reach of 

federal influence, the Georgia militia waited like vultures, and many citizens of Georgia had 

gathered with them. These were people who won Cherokee houses and land in the state lottery. 

They had to wait for deeds before they could occupy the land, but they did not wait before 

swarming like cockroaches into the houses to take whatever the Cherokees left behind, which 

was, in most cases, nearly everything: silverware, plates, blankets, mattresses, lamps. Being 

illiterate even in English, the white Georgians crushed copies of Worcester and Boudinot’s 

Cherokee New Testament under their boots. In one instance, a little Cherokee child died the 

previous night. Soldiers forced the family out of their house and left the child’s corpse behind. 

Army officers allowed some Cherokees to return and gather things they left behind. Many of 

these things had already been stolen. 

 I looked back on Spring Place one last time. I was now too far away to see my own 

house, but I did see Georgians streaming into the houses of my erstwhile neighbors. I rode my 

horse closer, scattering a few skinny chickens, and saw something that I could not have 

imagined: dirty, whiskery men digging up a family grave. They whooped as they pulled a coffin 

out of the soil. After prying the coffin open, they let out a collective groan of disappointment. 

They left the open coffin on the surface and ran to another house to dig up another. I followed 

them. They opened this coffin and shouted in glee. One of them reached into the coffin and 

pulled out a silver bracelet that was on the corpse. It slipped off of a green wrist that fell apart. 

Who are the animals? I thought. And these Georgians said we Cherokees were the animals. 

 I knew that the Georgians would probably not know who I was, that they expected Chief 

Ross to be a dusky full-blood. I rode up to the grave robbers and yelled, “What you are doing to 

the Cherokees is an offense to the God of Heaven!” 

 One of the Georgians turned to me and yelled, “Well, in that case. Let their blood be on 

us and on our children!” A dozen people who were with him, including women and children, 

began to cheer. 
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 This statement kept echoing in my ears the rest of the day, the rest of the week, the rest of 

the journey. And where, this day, the Georgians were robbing Cherokee corpses, I imagined that 

someday other people would rob their corpses left on the battlefield, after Georgia and perhaps 

other states as well rise up in war against the federal government, a war that would tear the 

United States apart. 

 On that day, hundreds of Cherokee families from the vicinity of Spring Place and New 

Echota gathered on the south shore of Ross’s Landing, where the ferry that had once been mine 

carried them across the river into Tennessee. I looked one last time at my boats and buildings, 

knowing I would not again see them, sad in spite of the fact that the federal government had paid 

me well for these lost properties. 

 Three detachments of Cherokees were already on the trail west, under army guard. Upon 

my request, the army allowed me to organize the remaining Cherokee detachments, thirteen in 

all. I traveled among the three embarkation points, and walked among the families who were 

sitting on the ground, some even without a blanket, inside a stockade at the trailhead near 

Charleston, Tennessee. Healthy children were silent, while sick ones lay on the ground with their 

own vomit and feces. Healthy adults were silent as they attempted to aid their children, while 

sick ones lay with their eyes closed. The filth was more extreme than I had seen in any pigsty. It 

appeared to me there were more sick than healthy people. Physicians roamed among the ill, 

unable to do much to help them. I constantly heard the plaintive sounds of children with 

whooping cough. It was like a dark swamp filled with evil birds. 

 I stopped to talk to a white woman, only to discover she was a Cherokee citizen. Her 

name was Elizabeth Pettit, and two small children were with her. She told me she had divorced 

her white husband. 

 “But we are among the lucky ones,” she said. 

 “In what way could anyone be lucky here?” I asked. 

 “My children and I are not sick. And we are together. Many other parents have lost their 

children.” 

 I knew that Jackson’s idea of separating children from their parents had been rejected by 

General Scott. But in the hurry and confusion of rounding up the families, many children were 

separated from their parents anyway. And with thousands of Cherokees scattered among three 

departure points, there was little chance of reuniting them. Despite himself, Jackson triumphed. 
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Part five: Elias Boudinot 
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Chapter 1 

 

 One of my earliest memories was of an afternoon when I was ten years old in 1807. I was 

playing in the bushes with my cousin of the same age, John Ridge. I and my neighbors in the 

Cherokee Nation lived in a town that looked like any white town, with big plantations and little 

farms and houses and livestock. When I looked out into the road I saw a Cherokee warrior in 

traditional clothes and paint, quite different from the tunic and pants that John and I, and most of 

the adults, wore. He was the biggest and strongest man I ever saw, and he had a haughty look on 

his face. He carried a spear in his hand and a dagger in his belt. 

 John whispered to me, “That’s Doublehead.” 

 When I went home with John, his father and my uncle, The Ridge, said to us, “So, you 

saw him? He is a famous warrior but is one of the most despicable human beings I ever knew.” 

We spoke in Cherokee. The Ridge was the man who would, years later at the Battle of 

Horseshoe Bend in which he fought under the command of General Andrew Jackson, begin 

calling himself Major Ridge. 

 “What’s despicable?” I asked. I was still Buck Watie at the time. 

 “Learn as much as you can about Doublehead, little Buck, and you will know what the 

word means. You want to know what his other name is? Not the one he uses for himself, of 

course. The one that James Vann and I use for him. We call him Babykiller.” 

 John and I felt a vague fear upon hearing this. We were only slightly older than babies 

ourselves. 

 The Ridge continued. “Doublehead and his friend James Vann led a large group of 

Cherokee warriors in 1793.” This was back when many of our men were warriors. “That was the 

year when an American army officer named Beard attacked a peace delegation led by Chief 

Hanging Maw. Beard’s little band killed several Cherokees, and wounded several others, 

including Hanging Maw. They also wounded Betsy Martin, the daughter of the last ghiga-u of 

our people, Nancy Ward. Doublehead and Vann actually trusted that the American military 

justice system would be fair and convict Beard, but instead the military court acquitted Beard 

and his band. It was at this point, my boys, that Doublehead and Vann decided—justly—that 

revenge against the whites was necessary.” 

 Many of our Cherokee friends were almost white. The Ridge, however, was a full-blood 

Cherokee, and John and I were mostly Cherokee. We were the dark ones, a stain that would stay 

with us all of our lives. We wondered if “the whites” included some of our friends, such as the 

little girl we met in Tennessee, Elizabeth Hilderbrand, daughter of the man who took care of the 

ferry. She looked as white as could be; only one of eight of her great-grandparents was 

Cherokee. In fact, that ancestor was Nancy Ward. I was confused then, and remained confused, 

about how you could judge a person by skin color. 

 “Doublehead and Vann and their group of warriors headed toward Knoxville, which at 

the time was just a little outpost with a few stores and about an equal number of taverns. But they 

started arguing. Doublehead wanted to attack Knoxville and kill everyone; Vann wanted to spare 
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the women and children. Spare them for what, I am not sure; maybe to marry into our clans, or to 

be our slaves, or even to be released. Traditionally, a ghiga-u would get to choose. That is, it 

would be Nancy Ward’s choice. But, even though Nancy Ward was still alive, neither 

Doublehead nor Vann sought her opinion of the matter. 

 “Their arguing made them run short of time, and they decided not to attack Knoxville. 

Instead they attacked a little outpost called Cavett’s Station. The warriors surrounded the station. 

Vann negotiated with the whites inside and told them that their lives would be spared if we took 

them as prisoners. But as soon as the white people opened the gate of the palisade, Doublehead 

led his personal warriors in and started killing everybody. 

 “Vann told him to stop killing the babies, but Doublehead continued the slaughter. 

 “Vann pulled one little white boy onto his horse to protect him. Doublehead rode over 

and smashed the little boy’s skull with his hatchet. The boy died in Vann’s arms. 

 “This was all the worst possible thing that we Cherokees could have done. First, Cavett’s 

Station was of no strategic importance. Second, we got the reputation among whites of being 

demons from hell. I mean, what was a white man to think about us, on hearing what happened? 

All this, thanks to Doublehead. I suspect that everything that has happened to us since that time 

has resulted, if only indirectly, from what Doublehead did.” 

 “Would he have killed us?” asked John. 

 “No,” said The Ridge. “But that little white girl friend of yours, that Hilderbrand girl, I’m 

not so sure. Red blood shows up so much more vividly against white skin than red.” 

 A couple of nights later, James Vann himself came over to The Ridge’s mansion for 

dinner. I was not surprised to learn later that his plantation was in disarray and that his wives and 

servants and slaves lived in fear of him. As soon as he walked into the Ridge mansion, he started 

drinking. And he told us all the same story we had just heard from John’s father, only very loud 

and less coherently. 

 “And not only that,” said Vann. “Doublehead is one of the richest Cherokees. He lives in 

a big mansion and owns many slaves.” 

 “We are rich, too,” said John. 

 Vann smiled with all his teeth. Even his molars. “Yes, indeed, we are. But do you know 

how Doublehead got to be so rich? He sells parcels of land that belong to the whole tribe and 

keeps the money himself.” Vann’s voice rose. “The Americans are only too happy to pretend that 

Doublehead’s signature was a valid representation of the will of the tribe.” 

 Vann was breathing very heavily. John’s father got up and tried to calm him down by 

patting his shoulder. 

 “What a hypocrite!” yelled Vann, shaking off the attempt to relax him. “Doublehead was 

one of the authors of the law, passed in tribal council, that prescribes the death sentence to 

anyone who sells Cherokee tribal land!” Which was to say, any Cherokee land, since the tribe 

held all land in common. 
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 Vann paced rapidly back and forth across the room. No wonder his wife stayed home. 

John’s mother averted her eyes. Vann yelled, “Doublehead deserves death! Death! Death! I’m 

going to kill him! I swear I’m going to kill him!” 

 Soon Vann was asleep on the couch, snoring in fits and starts. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 A few days later, Vann had even more reason to want to kill Doublehead. Vann’s favorite 

wife, the one he could actually talk to and not just giggle with, was the sister of Doublehead’s 

favorite wife, who was with child. 

 Doublehead became enraged at this wife, for reasons we never understood. Maybe he 

was just crazy. He stabbed her in the belly, killing the baby. Though the poor woman was dying, 

he continued to beat her until she drew her last breath. 

 Vann came storming into The Ridge’s house. 

 “He’s a murderer! A murderer!” 

 “He is,” The Ridge said calmly. 

 “I have the family right to kill him in blood revenge!” screamed Vann. “I’m going to kill 

him! I’m going to kill him!” 

 John’s father grabbed Vann by the shoulders and shook him. 

 “No, you aren’t,” he said. 

 “I’m going to kill him!” 

 “No, you aren’t.” 

 Vann became quiet for a moment. The Ridge said, “You will not kill him. We will.” 

 John’s mother fainted. 
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Chapter 3 

 

 The Ridge, James Vann, and their friend Alexander Sanders had their horses ready. The 

Ridge had a powerful visage, with noble ridges of brow, cheek, and chin. More noble than 

Doublehead, I thought. Vann had already begun drinking. A couple of servants had their horses 

ready also. 

 John and I ran up to them. 

 “We’re going too,” John said. 

 “That’s ridiculous!” said The Ridge. “Now you boys go right back home.” 

 “We want to go!” I said. 

 “You’re only ten years old!” 

 “We can ride with the servants,” John said. 

 “Besides,” I said, “who is going to notice a couple of little boys?” 

 John’s father became very serious and galloped over to us. “Did I or did I not tell you that 

this man is known as Babykiller?” 

 Vann started laughing. “Oh, let them come, Ridge. Which would you rather have—to 

have them stay home and become scholars, or to become a warrior like you? Or both. I suppose 

they could do both. But to tell them...” He took a swig from his jug. “...that they need to stay 

home with their mothers is not a particularly good start.” He laughed again. 

 “We begin our journey,” said The Ridge. “The boys stay home. I have issued my 

decision.” He began to ride down the road. 

 Vann rode back to the servants and to us. “Bring them along,” he said to the servants. 

“I’ll make sure they are safe.” 
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Chapter 4 

 

 It wasn’t hard to find Doublehead. He wanted everyone to know where he was, and 

everyone did. Wherever he went, he was surrounded by crowds of people. We first found him at 

a stomp dance. He, of course, was the star. He found a blow dart contest. The others let him win. 

Everyone adored him because of his reputation as a warrior; nobody knew he was a criminal. 

But, at least, we now knew he was not at home. 

 Every time we failed to find Doublehead alone, Vann became angrier and drank more. He 

finally passed out in a roadside ditch. The Ridge called the servants over to him. 

 “Jones, wait for him to wake up and send him home. I’ll go on—What? What are you 

boys doing here?” 

 John and I were silent and trembled as we looked into The Ridge’s fierce eyes. 

 “Sanders, did you know anything about this?” asked John’s father. 

 “Well, I saw them with the servants, so I figured they had your permission,” he answered. 

 “Time’s a-wasting,” said The Ridge. “Hickey, go ahead and bring the boys. Keep them 

out of the way.” 

 Fortunately for us, Doublehead did not stay at the celebration for the stickball game. 

Most everyone else was there, but Doublehead was in McIntosh’s Tavern, near the Hiwassee fort 

trading post. 

“He’s by himself,” said Sanders, who peeked in and came back to report. 

“Well,” said The Ridge, “let’s get to it. Hickey, keep the boys out of range.” 

The Ridge and Sanders entered the tavern. A low light flickered in the window. Then the 

light went out and I heard a shotgun blast, after which both came running out. 

 The Ridge and Sanders came running out. 

“We got him! We got him!” said The Ridge. 

“Right in the back of the head,” said Sanders. 

Very well, I thought. I got my introduction to Cherokee government. Time to go home. 

But then Doublehead came clambering out of the tavern. Even though he was drunk and 

shot in the head, he still swung his powerful arms about and roared. He went down the street to 

the nearest house, the house of a teacher at the local church school, and climbed the outside stairs 

up to the loft. Inside, the teacher’s wife and children screamed. 

The Ridge and Sanders leapt after him. When they opened the loft door, their eyes got 

wide and they began to flee. Doublehead charged at them with a knife. But he had his foot 

entangled in a sheet, and fell. The Ridge and Saunders reloaded and fired again but missed. Then 

Doublehead grabbed John’s father and they began to wrestle. They stood up and were in nearly 

perfect balance only because Doublehead was drunk and bleeding to death. Sanders reloaded and 

shot Doublehead in the hip. This didn’t work either. Sanders then took his hatchet and buried it 

into Doublehead’s skull. Still Doublehead stood, but did not move, as Ridge stepped away. 

Finally, Doublehead fell to the floor of the loft. By this time, John and I had run to the window 
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of the house and looked in to see blood dripping through the ceiling planks and the white family 

cowering and weeping. 

Ridge and Sanders threw Doublehead’s body down the stairs onto the ground outside. 

Despite the tumble, the hatchet stayed firmly in Doublehead’s skull. It took both men, with 

Sanders’s foot braced against the corpse’s neck, to pull out the hatchet. 
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Chapter 5 

 

 From this point on, I was determined to be the new kind of Cherokee that the 

missionaries told me about: educated, gentle, and genteel. I became even more convinced of it 

when I heard that James Vann had not only continued his drunken fits but had gone crazy. He 

even burned one of his black slaves, a young woman, at the stake. It wasn’t long before someone 

assassinated him. If anyone was going to stop this whirl of madness, madness feeding on itself, 

madness that the land-hungry whites wanted to encourage so that we would kill ourselves instead 

of them having to do it, it would have to be educated, articulate men such as what John Ridge 

and I planned to be. Men who could make white people, at least some of them, feel stupid. We 

wanted to be the New Men for our tribe. 

 My first thought was to attend the school being built by the Moravian missionaries from 

Germany. But a couple of years went by as they constructed buildings but never seemed ready to 

take in students. Also, their price was excessive. 

Then we heard about a Presbyterian missionary named Blackburn who was ready to 

accept lots of students. For free. How could he afford to do this? One way was that the 

Presbyterians did not have to construct buildings. They asked for and received permission to use 

the council meeting houses. But where did the money come from for all the other expenses? It 

was soon discovered that Blackburn was secretly selling whiskey from a boat moored up on the 

river bank. He left. 

Then the Methodists came in. The other churches were mad at them because Methodists 

would baptize anybody, no matter what they said they believed. Then we tried the Baptist school. 

Before we could get in, we had to say the words and get dunked three times. (Afterwards, John 

and I would sing, Dunk three times in the river if you want me...) 

We ended up going to the Congregationalist school. They taught me English and 

arithmetic. I was always asking lots of questions. Why are there so many different kinds of trees? 

Of birds? Different kinds of birds did different things; vultures ate carcasses, woodpeckers 

pecked, hawks hunted. But the birds that ate insects and seeds all seemed to do the same things. 

Why were there sparrows and cardinals and wrens and mockingbirds? And what was over the 

horizon? What kinds of people lived there? What was the moon and did anybody live there? 

Nobody could answer my questions. 

 Then one day when I was a teenager my father, The Ridge’s brother Watie, called me 

into the drawing-room to talk with me. 

 “You’ve been selected to go up north into the United States to go to school,” he said. 

“It’s in Cornwall, Connecticut. John’s going too.” 

 “Stand isn’t going?” I asked. Stand was my brother. 

 “No. He doesn’t seem very interested in American education.” 

 Thus it was that John Ridge and I went to the American Board of Commissioners for 

Foreign Missions school in Cornwall, Connecticut. We got exactly what we expected. And more. 
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 First, I changed my name from Buck Watie (Kuhlegana in Cherokee) to Elias Boudinot. 

The real Mr. Boudinot was my financial sponsor at the school. He was a dignified elder, of 

which Connecticut had many. But he was above the ordinary. His Huguenot ancestors had fled 

persecution in France. He supported George Washington in the dark days of the Revolution and 

was Washington’s Director of the Mint. I ignored the fact that he bought up a lot of land in Ohio 

Territory, which the federal government wrested from the Miami and Shawnee tribes. Though he 

was childless, his name would live on through me, respected among a people whom he never 

met, but who would follow him into the highest attainments of civilization. 

 I already knew enough English to get along in American society. John did the same. But 

at the American Board school, I learned fancy English. I imitated all the leading American and 

English authors. I especially loved Jefferson’s writings. My English writing became so verbose 

and contorted that few people could read it. I even inserted Latin and French phrases I learned. 

No one would ever, ever be able to call me a savage. 

 I also studied enough science to satisfy my curiosity for a little while. I read William 

Bartram’s botany book not only to gain knowledge about plants but to read his observations of 

Cherokee village life back in 1776 before we adopted white civilization. I was expecting to read 

about bloody raids and assassinations such as the one I observed when I was a child. Instead, I 

found that Cherokee society was quite orderly, built around clans and the Green Corn Festival. 

And I learned all that could be known about the heavens. I had studied arithmetic, and 

looked at the stars, back at home, but only at the American Board school did I learn about 

Newton. He applied mathematics to the movements of the sun, moon, and planets. So close was 

the fit that English scientists could predict the return of the Morning Star and the Evening Star, 

which are nothing more than the planet Venus; the movements of Mars, Jupiter and Saturn; and 

when the next eclipses of the sun or moon would occur. The school even had a little telescope, 

through which I could see the stripes and moons of Jupiter and the rings of Saturn. 

To the tribal peoples of the world, a solar eclipse was the death-throes of a sun that, so 

far, had escaped demise, and a lunar eclipse was blood. But all of these things were nothing more 

than the almost-circular movements of the heavenly bodies. I believed, as the school taught me, 

that the degraded Hottentot, the Arab of the Sahara, and the Hindoo were savages. I knew we 

Cherokees were not savages, but to the Cherokees back home, the astronomical world was 

nothing but unpredictable catastrophes. 

But even true savages could adopt the bright path of civilization. I saw this directly, 

because of the other students I met at the American Board school. John and I were the only 

Cherokees, but there were young men from tribes that we considered real savages. There was 

even a young man from Hawaii. We all competed with one another to see how civilized and 

intelligent we could become. Then we would go back to our tribes and bring them into the true 

light of Christianity. 

We would return to our tribes as leaders. 
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Chapter 6 

 

The white men who funded and led the school were convinced that we were their equals 

in the eyes of God. Except when we weren’t. 

While at the school, I met a young white woman. She was the daughter of one of the rich 

directors of the school. I did not know this at the time I met her. I saw her in the school garden 

reading a book. Not knowing that a young man, particularly a dark one, should not approach a 

young woman, especially a white one, without a formal introduction, I walked right up to her. 

“Sir,” she said, perhaps to drive me back. 

“Mademoiselle,” I said, standing tall. “I am Elias Boudinot. My cousin and I represent 

the Cherokee tribe in this fine school.” 

Miss Harriet Gold smiled and introduced herself. 

“What are you reading?” I asked. 

She looked around to see if anyone might watch and disapprove of us. “A book about 

home economics,” she said. “I shall find this information useful someday when I am married.” 

“Of what else does your education consist?” I asked. 

“Only the finest literature,” she said. “None of the cheap novels that inflame the senses.” 

“Have your teachers, in the course of your schooling, taught you anything about the 

natural world? For example, about the stars?” 

“To what purpose?” she responded. 

“To see the evidence of God in all the things He has created,” I answered, as I had 

learned to do when I read the book written by an English clergyman, William Paley. 

“As for those things,” she said, “Scripture says I should learn them from my husband at 

home.” 

I was confused and told her so. “Among my people, the young women also learn home 

economics, but they are free to learn whatever they want about the world. There is no knowledge 

forbidden to them.” 

“Forbidden is too strong a word,” she said. “If I insisted on studying astronomy, my 

father would probably not forbid me.” 

I asked her what she knew about the seasons, about why the sun appeared higher in the 

sky in summer than in winter, why the moon cycled through its phases, why the sun appeared to 

move west toward what I almost called the Darkening Land. She knew nothing of any of these 

things other than that they happened. 

“Nor do most of my people,” I said. “Only a few Cherokees such as myself know the 

answers to these questions. It seems to me that, perhaps, your people keep their women in a state 

of ignorance not unlike that in which the savage people dwell.” 

There was something deep in her eyes when she looked into my face. “Well, Mr. 

Boudinot, no one will keep me in such a state of ignorance.” 

“I would be glad to share with you whatever I learn from your men of scholarship,” I 

said. 
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She flashed a smile at me before saying, “Good day, sir.” 

I thought about her a lot after that first meeting. I fantasized about meeting her again, in 

the garden, and maybe this time talking to her about the plants, or about history. I just wanted to 

see her smile again. I was in love. 

One evening the teachers, students, and sponsors all came together for a formal party at 

the Gold residence. I entered the drawing room with cousin John, and we went right for the food. 

“What are these?” John asked. 

“They are crumpets,” I said. 

“They taste like our cornbread only worse,” said John. “Oh, try one of these. They’re 

called flummeries.” 

“This is quite delicious,” I said, spooning some whipped dessert into my mouth from a 

tiny plate. “It tastes like oranges.” 

“Like what?” asked John. He had never tasted an orange, and I had only tasted one once. 

I took another. “Each of these flummeries has a different flavor. This one tastes like 

roses. And take a look at these cream puffs!” 

I saw Harriet Gold across the room. She was talking with some other young women. She 

wore a dress that looked like a loose robe, bound under her breasts with a sash. She looked 

profoundly bored with whatever they were talking about. I thought about going over to her, and 

actually started walking toward her. But I knew that my love would be unrequited, and I did not 

want to bring pain into my heart, not now while I was learning so much about the world. I had 

already lost several hours dreaming about her, dans les rêveries. Before I could turn aside, she 

looked up at me. Her deep eyes invited me to come. She did not finish her little cup of chocolate. 

We were soon deep in conversation. 

Her father came over and must have been astonished to hear us talking about 

mathematics. I was explaining to Harriet how to measure the height of a tree by triangulation 

without having to climb it or cut it down. 

About a week later I saw her in the garden again as I walked past of her house. This time, 

I thought, she was only pretending to read her book. I sneaked up on her. 

“Reading about how to make flummeries?” I asked. 

She jumped and stifled a scream. Then she smiled. “If only it were so interesting,” she 

said. Then her face assumed a serious expression. Her eyes continued deep and wide open. “I 

want to talk to you. Walk around with me in the garden and pretend to explain the plants to me.” 

“Why should I have to pretend?” 

“Because what I need to say is more important than garden plants.” 

We walked amidst the aisles of shrubbery. She stopped at one, pointed to its flower, and 

said loudly, “This is a camellia. They come from China.” Then more quietly she said, “Mr. 

Boudinot, I am caught in a most troubling circumstance. My father wants me to marry Mr. 

Horace Fotheringay. He is an heir to a fortune and he has a position, for a lifetime with proper 

behavior—and I think him incapable of anything else—in the Bank of New York.” 
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I stepped away and grabbed another flower branch. “Why, look, it’s another camellia,” I 

said loudly. Then I spoke softly to her, “What, then, is the problem?” 

“Problem?” said Harriet, perhaps more loudly than she intended. “Have you ever seen 

him? He was at the party.” 

“I remember only you, Miss Gold.” 

“I wish I could remember only you, Elias. Mr. Fotheringay is a round and boring person. 

To him a house is an investment, not a marvel of architecture. To him a forest is an investment, 

to be improved by cutting its trees, not a green cathedral. To him, land is an investment, after its 

indigenous tribes have been removed. His success is assured. There will not be a single day in 

which he will not, with minimal enthusiasm, be successful.” 

“What other option do you have?” I asked, bracing myself against a trellis. 

“You,” she said. 

“Me, whom many of you whites consider a dusky savage?” I asked. 

“You, a future leader of your people,” Harriet said. “Elias, you are the most interesting 

person I have ever met. I...” She looked away and spoke quietly at the ground. “I think about you 

all the time. You are the most charming man I know. But better still...” She looked back into my 

eyes. “Your charm is not aimed at acquiring me as an object to dominate, the way most men do. 

If I married Horace, I would be yet another banker’s wife. If I married you, I would be one of the 

leading women in Cherokee society and married to the man I love. There, I said it.” 

“And I?” I said. “I never thought myself capable of loving anyone as much as I love you, 

Harriet. You are like a goddess of wisdom among those empty-headed friends of yours...” 

We laughed. 

Her father did not laugh when I came to ask for Harriet’s hand. 

“We brought you here to teach you and send you back, not to have you take our women,” 

he said to me. 

“Are we not equals in the sight of God?” I asked. “My people and yours.” 

“Your society remains savage,” he said. 

“But Harriet would not be marrying my society. She would be marrying me.” 

“And going with you to live in a savage society.” 

“We are no longer savages, sir,” I said. “We have eighteen schools, thirty-six gristmills, 

thirteen sawmills, sixty-two blacksmith shops. We have 46,732 pigs...” 

“Please, Elias,” said Harriet. 

I continued. “The stories you have heard about brutality and assassination in our society 

were true, but these things no longer occur. The last savage Cherokees are now dead, sir.” I did 

not mention that I saw the last one die. “There will be no more hatchet-killings in the Cherokee 

Nation. Never again! Savagery is gone from our people forever. I will be a prominent man, a 

New Man, and with me my wife Harriet will lead the Cherokee people.” 

“It is my will also,” said Harriet, entering behind her father. “I wish to marry Mr. 

Boudinot.” 

“The man you marry will be my decision,” said Harriet’s father. 
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“In old Cherokee society,” I said, in an unwise attempt to defuse the rapidly building 

anger between father and daughter, “a woman decides whom to marry and how long to remain 

married to him. Today, our tribe has holy Christian matrimony. But we have a long way to go 

before a woman’s spirit is crushed in Cherokee society.” 

“What did you say?” he asked me. “About my daughter’s spirit being crushed? How 

could you possibly know about my daughter’s spirit?” 

“Mr. Boudinot is right, father,” said Harriet. “I cannot be happy without him. This should 

be my decision, which it would be among the Cherokees. And we think they are the savages?” 

That was the wrong thing for Harriet to say. Her father dismissed both of us with a loud 

oath and walked out of the room. 

That was the last time in a month that Harriet was seen outside of her bedroom. She wept 

and claimed to be tired all the time. She took her meals in bed and neglected her coiffure. I was 

told that her scent became rather noisome. I wondered if she was pretending to be ill. But I knew 

she was not, because I felt the same way. I could barely get out of bed, and sometimes did not, 

even though I very much wanted to continue my education. Whenever anybody asked either of 

us why we ailed, we mentioned the name of the other. 

Harriet’s father told her she needed a trip out in the country to revive her spirits. When 

Harriet asked her father if Mr. Fotheringay was supposed to accompany her, he answered that 

Mr. Fotheringay was too busy, and his health was perhaps a bit delicate for such an excursion. 

“And then I told my father,” said Harriet when I saw her again, “that the only excursion 

that would revive me would be a long carriage ride over the tops of the Great Smoky Mountains 

and down into the forests and waterfalls of Cherokee land.” 

We were on the porch of the Gold residence. I knelt. Harriet extended her hand and I 

kissed it. Her father sat and scowled. Her mother walked over to me and said, “Welcome, sir, to 

the family.” 

Our ceremony was private. Mr. Gold knew that none of his society acquaintances would 

attend the wedding. 
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Chapter 7 

 

 “I knew this was going to happen,” said Mr. Gold as he confronted me and Harriet in the 

drawing-room of his house. Harriet and I lived with them until, upon completing my education, I 

could take her to live with me in New Echota. This was our new capital, in the land claimed by 

Georgia. It was a rebirth of our old capital, Chota, the city of Nancy Ward, beloved and vanished 

Chota, which had been on land now incorporated into Tennessee. 

 “What is it?” asked Harriet. 

 He thrust a newspaper at us. “Top of page three,” he said. 

 It was a poem about Harriet and myself. I read it aloud. 

 

Oh, come with me, my white girl fair, 

Oh, come where Mobile’s sources flow, 

With me my Indian blanket share 

And share with me my bark canoe: 

We’ll build our cabin in the wild 

Beneath the forest’s lofty shade 

With logs on logs transversely piled 

And barks on barks obliquely laid. 

 

 “Who wrote this? Who is Silas H. McAlpine?” I demanded. 

 “It doesn’t matter. People are reading it,” said Mr. Gold. 

 “This man doesn’t know anything about Cherokees, anything at all,” I said, my anger 

growing. “We do not live in log cabins anymore.” By which I meant, rich Cherokees like me. 

 I continued. 

 

Oh, come with me, my white girl fair, 

And thou a hunter’s bride shall be; 

For thee I’ll chase the roebuck there, 

And thou shalt dress the feast for me... 

 

 “This is outrageous,” I said. “Cherokees don’t hunt deer any more, at least, no more than 

white people do.” 

 Harriet looked over my shoulder, then she continued to read. 

 

Why is that graceful female here 

With yon red hunter of the deer? 

Of gentle mien and shape, she seems 

For civil halls designed, 
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Yet with the stately savage walks 

As she were of his kind. 

 

 Harriet grabbed the paper, crumpled it, and threw it aside, close to tears. “Not only was 

this written by a man who devoutly wishes that all darker races should vanish from God’s good 

Earth, perhaps with the help of his gun, but by a man who thinks that all females are stupid 

unless they stay in their...” She grabbed the paper and looked for the phrase. “...in their civil 

halls.” She threw the paper down again. “As if we were designed for it. That’s what he said.” 

 “Well,” I said, breathing to calm myself. “Before long, you shall be with me in a stately 

plantation house, the civil hall for which the wise and august Mr. McAlpine believes you were 

designed. You will be wealthy, as the families of my friends are, and have important work to do 

of which you can be proud, rather than pining away in a white man’s civil halls.” 

 It didn’t help matters that my cousin John did exactly the same thing. He and the very 

white Sarah Northup fell in love and got married. Two cases do not make an epidemic, but the 

fine white Yankees of Connecticut, the ones who intone their sermons about abolitionism, who 

send missionaries out among the red heathen, considered that a plague of lust had spread among 

their pure white women and delivered them into our red demonic clutches. 

 If only it could have been nothing more than this. But a few days later at least a hundred 

people gathered in the common ground across the street from the Gold residence. They built a 

bonfire. They hung up rag doll effigies of myself and Harriet. My effigy was so dark that I 

looked like a black man. The Yankees burnt the dolls and danced around like savages. 

 While just a few days earlier Mr. Gold still opposed our marriage, today he strode out 

onto his upper balcony, where all the people could see him. They rushed into the yard to hear 

him. My heart swelled with appreciation when he said, “Fine people of Cornwall. When 

Solomon built the Temple, who were the savages then? When the Romans came to Britain, who 

were the savages there? Your ancestors, and mine, that’s who! 

 “Further, I must remind you the words of the Acts of the Apostles, in which Peter said 

that God had made of one blood all the nations of mankind, and that we must not call any man, 

upon whom God had poured out His Spirit, unclean.” 
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Chapter 8 

 

 “Slaves?” exclaimed Harriet when we reached New Echota in 1826. “You didn’t tell me 

we were going to own slaves!” 

 “Everyone in the south, red and white, owns slaves, if they are rich enough,” I said. 

 “I feel like such a hypocrite, after all the abolitionist meetings I have attended. Free them! 

Free them now!” 

 “Harriet, my love, listen to me. I, and every one of whom I have heard, except a crazy 

Cherokee man named Charles Vann who burned a slave at the stake...” 

 “Your love? How can you call me that? Slaves fall in love with one another, just like you 

and I did, and yet they are treated as property and may be sold separately, their children too...” 

 “Yes, my love. But I do not do this. And as I was saying, the one Cherokee who did 

mistreat his slaves was assassinated for it. And I, I do not separate slave families.” 

 “It’s a stinking business, Elias, a stinking business!” 

 “One in which, until recently, Yankee traders participated. They didn’t own slaves, but 

they owned slave ships.” 

 “Elias, free them!” 

 “It is not so simple, my love. I cannot simply tell them, Get out of here. Where would 

they go? Who would give them food and a place to live? The free blacks up north work for 

wages, but they have to buy their own food and pay their own rent from those woefully 

inadequate wages. A conscientious slave-owner such as myself has an obligation, an expensive 

one, to maintain our slaves.” 

 It was two days before she would speak to me. She came to the site of our house, which 

slaves were building in the very center of New Echota. They waved at her and smiled. She did 

not smile in return. When one of the slaves came over and asked how he might have offended 

her, she simply turned away and cried. 

 Eventually Harriet found plenty to do. We had an eastern-trained physician with a full 

box of physics, but he was less than worthless. True medical help for the Cherokees of New 

Echota, especially for injuries and pregnancies, came from Harriet. When she began tending to 

the illnesses and injuries of the slaves, she finally became happy. She was even happier yet when 

she began to teach at the Cherokee school. 
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Chapter 9 

 

 Our greatest happiness was when the printing press arrived. Samuel Worcester, the 

Moravian missionary who lived in New Echota, requested and received this printing press from 

his church. Along with the press came Cherokee type, using the syllabary invented only two 

years previously by Sequoyah. We had everything: a printing house, a press, type, even the 

brushes for putting ink on the type. The only thing we forgot was paper. We had to order a 

special supply of paper, and I had to pay for it. The Cherokee Phoenix newspaper was ready to 

go. 

 We still needed money for operating expenses. We took stock of what we had, and what 

we did not have. What we did have was me, the editor. I was the perfect person to raise money 

for the newspaper. 

I planned a speaking tour through many eastern American cities. I held audiences in New 

York and Philadelphia spellbound as I described our rapid transformation from savagery into a 

nation of herdsmen, farmers, and industrialists. I gave them all of the figures, based on our recent 

tribal census: over twenty-two thousand cattle, over seven thousand horses, enough tons of maize 

with our 2,943 plows to export to the southern American states. We had 2,488 spinning wheels, 

sixty-one blacksmith shops, and eight cotton gins. We had eighteen schools. All this in the last 

thirty years. I exaggerated a little; we had never been solely hunters but had raised maize for time 

immemorial. Not with plows, though. On this speaking tour I gained a lot of political support in 

America for the Cherokee people, and brought home enough money to keep the newspaper 

going. Like the mythical phoenix, the Cherokee Nation rose out of the ashes of conflict. 

 The full name of the newspaper was Cherokee Phoenix and Indians’ Advocate. Starting 

with the first issue, I wrote impassioned editorials about how many Americans, particularly the 

government of Georgia, wanted to depict us as savages and take our land away from us. I 

tirelessly explained how neither of these assertions was acceptable. Even if we were savages 

(and I recited all the numbers of pigs and plows and schools to prove we were not), the 

Georgians had no right to take our land. 

The newspaper was, indeed, our advocate. I was not. I could only be in one place at any 

given time. Moreover, I was busy with my plantation and peach orchard and beeves and milk 

cows. And my growing family, of course. But I sent copies of the newspaper to many major 

American newspapers and encouraged them to reprint any of the articles they might find 

interesting. They did. Because of the paper, the success and the plight of the Cherokee people 

were known throughout America. 

 We were not alone in defending ourselves. No small number of Americans defended us 

also. One American writer calling himself William Penn published essays in newspapers across 

the land about the terrible injustices being wrought against the Cherokees. A woman, who kept 

her identity secret, started a chain letter campaign, the result of which was a deluge of 

disapproval upon Washington, D.C. for trying to take away our land and force us to move west. 
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Chapter 10 

 

 I was also a leading member in one of the Cherokee delegations that met with 

representatives of the federal government in Washington, D.C. Major Ridge, John Ridge, and 

John Ross, our young Principal Chief, were with me. As editor of the Phoenix, I usually stayed 

in our capital city, New Echota. I cannot remember how many times the others went to 

Washington. It was always the same thing. They would meet with a member of President 

Andrew Jackson’s cabinet, occasionally with the president himself. The president or his 

representative told them that the United States wanted our land. Our delegation said the United 

States could not have it. Then they came home. 

 Before going home the time I was with them, we enjoyed a little bit of Washington 

society. We sat in the lobby of Congress and listened to their debates about what to do about the 

Cherokees. As we were not allowed to present our case, Congress had only the assertions of the 

Georgia congressmen upon which to base their opinions. Since Georgia claimed so much 

Cherokee land, the Georgians thought they knew all about us. They did, actually, but chose to lie 

about us. We watched one Congressman tell the others, in session, that Cherokees ran around in 

the forest and ate roots and vile serpents. 

 We stayed at the Indian Queen hotel. In the dining room, I talked with the Ridges and 

Ross. 

 “If they are going to lie about us,” Major Ridge said, “couldn’t the Georgians come up 

with something a little more creative? I mean, eating serpents? Is that the best he could come up 

with?” 

 “But we don’t,” I said. “We have twenty-two thousand cows, forty-six thousand pigs...” 

 “Boudinot, don’t start reciting your figures again. The Georgians know all these things 

and don’t care.” Major Ridge forked his rare beef like it was a rattlesnake. 

 “Andrew Jackson is just as bad,” said John Ridge. “He lies right through his rotten teeth 

about us, only he does it louder than anyone else, and people believe him. Isn’t that true, Ross?” 

 John Ross answered, “I haven’t actually met him. But I’ve seen him. He is a breathtaking 

piece of work, and I don’t mean like a Michelangelo statue. 

 “I did, however, meet John Eaton, the Secretary of War back in 1829. He is the one who 

resigned because of a scandal involving his wife. And he promised me that if we Cherokees 

would abandon our homeland and move west, we would be able to keep the new land while the 

trees grow or the streams run. Those were his words. You all know how far you can trust words 

like that.” 

 “Why, look who just sat at the next table,” said John Ridge. “If it isn’t that congressman 

from Georgia.” 

 Once the congressman was seated with another man, I spoke up to my friends, “Let’s get 

some more of them sweet potatoes, what do you say? Us Cherokees, we just love to eat them 

roots.” The two Johns laughed with me. Major Ridge was silent. 
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 The congressman looked over at us with mild alarm. 

 Then Major Ridge spoke up. “I think it’s about time for me to go out and scalp 

somebody. You boys stay home. But before I do, I gotta have me some more reptile meat.” 

 The Congressman and his companion went to a different table. 
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Chapter 11 

 

 Just as Julius Caesar said that Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres, I found that the 

United States government is divided into three branches. These branches were supposed to 

supply what the Founding Fathers called checks and balances. Each branch—executive, 

legislative, judicial—had certain powers over the others. We modeled our Cherokee government 

after the American government. And it worked. In 1829, our supreme court presided over the 

case of a young woman, our childhood friend Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit, whose husband had 

not told her that he had a white wife and children. Our court awarded her the improvements on 

the land and the custody of her children. 

 Alas, we discovered that the American government did not really work the way their 

constitution prescribed. I came to have no more respect for President Jackson than I did for 

Julius Caesar, the cruel conqueror who said Veni, vidi, vici—“I came, I saw, I conquered,” 

assuming himself to have the right to conquer anything he saw. We could see we were getting 

nowhere with President Jackson or with Congress, especially after they passed the Indian 

Removal Act in 1830, which required the five tribes of in the southeast—Cherokee, Choctaw, 

Chickasaw, Muskogee, and Seminole—to abandon our homelands and move to western 

Arkansas Territory. 

So, we tried the Supreme Court. Twice. The first time, in 1831, we appealed on our own 

behalf as a Nation. We claimed that the state of Georgia had no authority over sovereign 

indigenous nations. We would easily have won it, since Georgia did not even send a delegation 

to represent them. It was just us Cherokees and the Supreme Court. But Chief Justice John 

Marshall refused to hear our case. At first, we suspected that he hated us, just as the president 

and much of Congress did. But he wrote to us in great detail about how much he wished he 

would be able to give us the justice that we craved. But in his judicial opinion, the Cherokee 

Nation was not an independent nation, but a dependent tribe, and therefore we had no standing in 

court. 

The second time, in 1832, we appealed in the name of the white missionary Samuel 

Worcester, who worked with me on the Phoenix. We claimed that the state of Georgia did not 

have the right to require Worcester to swear an oath of allegiance to Georgia, which they 

required him to do, and arrested him for not so doing. At that moment he was in prison in 

Milledgeville, the capital, doing hard labor. Maybe not too hard; he was making cabinets. Once 

again, Georgia did not send a legal team. This time, the Supreme Court ruled in our favor, and 

claimed in addition that the Indian Removal Act of 1830 was unconstitutional. 

I was filled with hope when I heard John Marshall’s decision in the 1832 case. But it 

soon became apparent that President Jackson planned to simply ignore the court order and 

continue with his plans for Indian Removal. When I heard that Jackson said that John Marshall 

could try to enforce his decision himself, I knew that Jackson was willing to destroy the United 

States Constitution in order to do what he wanted. It was at that time I became convinced that, 
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ultimately, we Cherokees had to leave our homeland and move west, and that the sooner we did 

so, the more money and assistance we would receive from the federal government. The Ridges 

agreed with me. John Ross did not. He even sent a message to the president suggesting that 

federal troops remove the Georgians from Cherokee land and send them out west, instead of the 

Cherokees. Jackson was not amused. From that point, the Ridges and I did not talk very much 

with John Ross. 

In 1833, the mission board that sent Reverend Worcester to work in the Cherokee Nation 

called for us to remove to the west. Our friends were no longer supporting us. 

I resigned as editor of the Phoenix once John Ross, in his capacity as our principal chief, 

ordered that the newspaper no longer carry any discussion about relocation to the west. From that 

point, it became clear to me that John Ross’s opinion would be the only one heard by the 

Americans. I was convinced that John Ross no longer represented the opinions of the Cherokee 

people. If we had had an election in 1832, as per our constitution, I believe Ross would have lost. 

But we could not hold those elections. The state of Georgia outlawed our entire government and 

all of its functions. 

What happened next was as inevitable as the movement of the planets. 
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Chapter 12 

 

 By 1835, my home in New Echota received its finishing touches. It was a fine home, 

although I knew I would be able to enjoy it only a couple of years at most. Some white Georgia 

family would have it soon enough. The Ridges, myself, and a few other leading Cherokees met 

at my house on March 29—at night by candlelight—to talk with a representative sent by Andrew 

Jackson. That man, John F. Schermerhorn, was as despicable a man as I ever met, except 

Doublehead. The Reverend Schermerhorn. God help us. His main interests were to simply tell us 

what to do and to seduce Cherokee women. He told us that he had written a treaty and that we 

would sign it. That is exactly what we did. Major Ridge had never learned to write, so he marked 

the treaty with an X. He was the first to sign. Nineteen other Cherokee leaders signed it, whether 

by X or by signature, including Andrew Ross, brother of the principal chief John Ross, and 

myself, third from the bottom of the list. The treaty promised us five million dollars for our land 

and for expenses, but I did not expect to see any of it. Any tribal debts that remained, or that 

might be invented by whites, would be subtracted from this total. Their word was enough to gain 

them access to whatever money they might desire. In contrast, by Georgia law, Cherokees could 

not give evidence in court. We could just sit back and see that five million dollars eaten up. 

 Major Ridge mumbled the thoughts we all had. “By signing this treaty, we have signed 

our own death warrants,” he said. He should know. He was a principal author of the Cherokee 

law stating that anyone selling Cherokee land without council approval would face the death 

penalty. I saw him butcher Doublehead when I was a little boy for doing this very thing, an event 

that still haunted my nightmares. And now it was our turn to face death. 

During 1835, New Echota started to fall apart as all of our business enterprises were 

failing and our schools closed. By December, when we announced a meeting for the general 

population to hear the treaty, New Echota was as much a shell of its former greatness as our 

former capital, old Chota, beloved and vanished Chota, had been a few decades earlier in 

Tennessee. Only a hundred Cherokees were present to hear the treaty. 

The Treaty of New Echota was silently approved by a small number of Cherokees, 

without open conflict. Had there been any conflict, the Georgia militia would have arrested us. 

Instead, the conflict over the treaty occurred in the United States Senate in 1836. They 

recognized that we Cherokee signatories did not, in fact, represent the Cherokee Nation. Many 

Senators considered it to be an illegitimate treaty. Which it was, I admitted to myself. The Senate 

ratified the treaty with a majority of a single vote in May 1836, giving our Cherokee nation a 

two-year deadline to remove ourselves, or be removed, from our homeland. 

All I could think about was death. Not just my own impending death. Cherokee law 

required capital punishment for anyone who sells Cherokee land without the consent of the 

people, which is exactly what the Treaty of New Echota did. I did not know how or when, but I 

knew I would soon be killed. But my beloved wife Harriet, mother of my six children, died of a 

fever, also in 1836. Her parents had just visited us a couple of years earlier. Now I had to write a 
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long, slow, depressing letter to them about all the marvelous things Harriet had done to help our 

Nation, how many children she had educated and healed, before she died. I soon met and married 

another white woman, Miss Delight Sargent. Even as I did so I knew that our joy would be short-

lived. 

 My family and I, and four hundred sixty other Cherokees, came with Major Ridge’s 

contingent to the western territory in March of 1837, long before the Cherokees who waited until 

the last minute for the army to force them to march in 1838. We were one of the groups of early 

settlers. We traveled mostly by boat, and there were no deaths during our one-month trip. 

Another group of three-hundred sixty-five early Cherokee settlers left the old homeland in 

October of 1837. Their overland trip took two and a half months, and there were very few deaths. 

We early settlers were allowed to stay in our homes until we departed, and we had time to pack 

carefully. This was completely different from the experiences of the Cherokees that were forced 

from their homes in 1838, herded into pens, and sent in poverty along the trail, a great number of 

them dying of disease and exposure. While I hate what Andrew Jackson did to us, it was 

stubbornness that made the 1838 Cherokees suffer. If they had left when we early settlers did, we 

who supported the Treaty of New Echota, none of their suffering would have happened. 
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Chapter 13 

 

 Most Cherokees did not want to go to the Darkening Land. They thought the western 

territory, to which the American army sent us, was a land beyond imagination, where the sun did 

not shine, where there were no mountains, no trees, no creeks, no deer. 

 How wrong we were, I tell myself as I walk among the trees around my house on an early 

morning in June, 1839. The land in what we now call Indian Territory is very good. It has hills, 

though small in comparison to the Great Smoky Mountains; it has trees, although they were 

mostly post oaks and blackjack oaks, scrubby in comparison to the stately hemlocks and maples 

of the old homeland; it has creeks, usually murky, but in the springtime, they flowed as brightly 

and clean as the brooks back in the old homeland; and I have never seen so many deer in all my 

life. 

Delight and I, and the children from my beloved Harriet, could live on venison, but 

instead we have many cows in our pasture. Our garden grows maize, tomatoes, squash, and 

pumpkins, all of Indian origin, and all of which grow better than European wheat in this moist 

northeastern corner of Cherokee land. Here was a land where no evil can befall us, where 

Andrew Jackson and his successor Martin Van Buren will at last leave us alone. I am grateful to 

God, to the white man’s God, as I sing the Cherokee words to Amazing Grace: 

 

   Unelanuh-hi Uwetsi, Igaguyuh-heyi, 

   Hnaquotsosuh Wiyulose Igaguyuh-honuh. 

 

 I, certainly, am now experiencing amazing grace. My house is a large wood-frame 

structure in the finest white American tradition. I know every square foot of my land, and the 

land of Reverend Worcester, our faithful ally, which adjoins mine. Keeping alive the memory of 

William Bartram, the white American botanist who visited the Cherokee Nation in 1776, I have a 

list of the trees, English names and botanical Latin names, written in Roman script, and the 

Cherokee names, written in the syllabary invented by Sequoyah, the pre-eminent scholar of the 

Cherokees, who runs a salt mill nearby. While most of the new territory has scrubby woodlands 

of post and blackjack oaks, my land above the Arkansas River has many species of oaks: black, 

red, bur, white, and yellow; and elms and maples. My wife makes pastries from the delicious 

persimmons. I even found one tree that reminded me of my old Appalachian home: a yellow-

wood tree Cladastris lutea, which is very rare this far west. I breathe the morning scent deeply. 

How can anyone call this the Darkening Land? How can this be exile? The susurrus of the 

hickory leaves blends with the rush of the river in the distance and the sound of...of horses’ 

hooves? 

 “Kuhlegana!” 
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 I freeze motionless in the warm flow of air. A voice calls loudly from somewhere. And it 

calls for me. I have heard this name very seldom since childhood. I am now Elias Boudinot. Who 

could possibly be calling me by my old name? The voice sounds just barely familiar. 

 Three men ride on horseback up the moist mud driveway. All three Cherokees are 

wearing tunics and turbans in the traditional style that few use anymore. “Kuhlegana! You do not 

remember me?” 

 “The name is not Kuhlegana; it is Boudinot,” I tell the man who spoke. 

 “So, you are not Cherokee?” the man asks in a husky voice. 

 “I am Cherokee!” I proclaim in my native tongue. 

 “Where can I find Reverend Samuel Worcester?” the man asks. 

 “In the house next to mine,” I say. “Why do you seek him?” I ask, continuing to speak in 

Cherokee. 

 “Saloli’s wife is very ill.” The man motioned toward Squirrel, the man on the horse 

behind his. “Do we suppose correctly that we can obtain medicine from Mr. Worcester?” 

 “He has medicines,” I say. “That is, white man’s medicines.” 

 “Come with us,” says the man. 

  “Why do I need to do that?” 

 “Worcester has never met us, so perhaps you can introduce us to him.” 

 “But I am not certain that I know you,” I reply. 

 “Surely you do,” says the man. “I am Kuhli.” His name means Raccoon. 

 “Oh, now I remember!” I smile at him. “The carpenter, from back in New Echota! Yes, 

that was fine work you did upon my house.” I remember that, even back then, Kuhli insisted on 

calling me Kuhlegana, not Boudinot. 

 “We should go quickly,” says Kuhli. 

 “Akisga’s wife is very ill,” says one of the other men. 

 “Akisga?” I ask about the man named Swallow. “I thought you said it was Squirrel’s wife 

who was ill.” 

 “That’s what he meant,” says Kuhli. “No time to talk about it.” He reaches down and 

helps me onto the blanket that covers the horse’s back. I sit in front of him. 

 “Nice land you have here,” says Kuhli into my neck. 

 “I know, and I thank God for His blessings,” I answer.   

 “And so, God gave you this land?” asks Kuhli. 

 “Yes,” I respond. Who can doubt the goodness of the white man’s God? How superior 

He is to the unpredictable, impotent deities my people worshipped before the missionaries came. 

Rev. Worcester said that God intended all suffering to result in blessing, and indeed that is 

exactly what had happened to me and to the other Cherokees who moved west when we were 

first told to do so rather than waiting to be forced. Embrace God’s will, Rev. Worcester says, and 

He will bless; all suffering comes from resisting Him. Small wonder, then, that those Cherokees 

who came quickly to the west should have more and better land than those who resisted. 
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 “You should see my land,” says Kuhli. “My land is very poor and very small. The same 

with these brothers here.” The others grunt their agreement as their horses lope slowly down the 

trail behind us. “Your secret Treaty was very good for you but was not good for the rest of us.” 

 “It was not secret,” I say, half turning around. “It was openly and publicly proclaimed.” 

 “We saw you writing it, in your house, with Skaynooyaynah,” says Kuhli, referring to 

Commissioner Schermerhorn by the derisive name Devil Horn.  “A dozen or so of you, by 

candlelight. You thought we wouldn’t know about it.” 

 “I’ll say again what I have said so many times,” I tell them, beginning to feel a little 

alarmed. “There was no use resisting. The Georgians were going to take over our land. Our only 

hope was...” 

 “Why did you even meet with Devil Horn?” asks Saloli. “With his Treaty! All his words 

are poison. How could you?” 

 “A treaty consists of words,” I say. “We thought we could find some legal technicality 

that would allow us to both sign the treaty and keep our lands. Unfortunately, it didn’t work that 

way. Brother, you cannot possibly think I wanted to sign such a treaty. Remember that I, too, lost 

my home and had to come to this land.” 

 “Is it not true,” Kuhli says behind me, “Is it not true that you had special protection from 

Governor Lumpkin, that the Georgia Guard would not confiscate your property? You had time to 

sell it for a good price. The soldiers came and took our homes and our supplies but did not touch 

yours!” 

 “They would have taken my land also, if I had resisted them, but I cooperated, therefore 

they treated me with respect and dignity, as I treated them. Do unto others...” 

 “And you,” Kuhli interrupts, “had your entire retinue of wagons, horses, and slaves, to 

transport you in safety and comfort. As for us, they took away all our livestock...” 

 “The United States promised to pay us for all losses and damages resulting from the 

emigration, and that the Georgians had inflicted upon us prior to emigration. It’s right there in 

the Treaty. And that’s in addition to the five million dollars for the sale of the land.” 

 “They haven’t paid any of that, and they’re not going to!” Kuhli growls into the back of 

my head. 

 “That’s not my fault,” I tell him. “A treaty consists of words. How could we have known 

that the Americans would not honor their treaty?” 

 “Jackson is an evil man,” says Kuhli. “John Ridge once called him a Chicken Snake. I 

remember it well. I admired Major Ridge, John Ridge, and you back when you were fighting for 

our rights before the Treaty.” 

 “Jackson is no longer president,” I tell him. 

 Kuhli spits. “Van Buren is not as creative and original with his evil. He simply continues 

the evil that Jackson laid before him. And that treaty you are so proud of...” 

 “I’m not proud of it,” I say quietly. “It quite simply was the only option we had. All the 

other tribes, the Choctaws, Chickasaws, Muskogees, and Seminoles, had given in starting in ‘32. 

We were all alone. How could we have resisted the Americans? This treaty was our only hope...” 
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Even as I say this, I remember Major Ridge’s prophecy when we signed the treaty: that we were 

signing our own death warrants. 

 “If breaking the laws of our nation is our only option, then our nation is already dead. It 

was an illegal treaty, Mr. Boo-dinot, and you know it. The vast majority of the tribe opposed it.” 

 “Then the majority was wrong,” I say. “The majority isn’t always right.” 

 “Do you think I am an idiot?” Kuhli is so angry that he dismounts and looks up fiercely at 

me. Everyone stops. “Just because my education was at a mission school, and yours was back 

East? You really expect me to believe the Treaty of New Echota was legal? Chief Ross was in 

prison, so only a few hundred Cherokees came to your damned meeting! And very few of them 

signed that scrap of paper!” 

 I turn around and see that all three of the men have dismounted. We are out of sight of 

my house. I am the only one still in the saddle. Now is the time to flee. I know how to ride a 

horse like an American, with saddle and tack, but I have forgotten what I knew long ago, how to 

handle a horse with just a rope and a blanket. 

 “Has anyone told you,” continues Kuhli, holding his horse’s rope, “about the dreadful 

conditions that we experienced inside the stockades when they rounded us up? We were trapped 

inside pens, with our own wastes, like animals. The whites don’t even treat their animals like 

that!” 

 “If you had left Georgia when I did...” 

 “It was not Georgia! It was Cherokee land!” 

 “If you had left when I did, you would never have been stockaded...” 

 “And the Georgia militiamen raped our women...” 

 “You should have left before the Georgians swooped down upon you!” 

 “Get down off of my horse,” orders Kuhli. “You know, the day will come when the white 

man will desire to take this land away from us also. Where will we retreat then? Kuhlegana, you 

have betrayed your people. You are not Tsalagi-ya-i, true Cherokee. You are like...” He draws an 

analogy from his carpentry experience. “...like a walnut twig, with weak white pith on the inside. 

Or, I have it! You are like one of those Connecticut cream puffs of which you Cherokees 

educated in white society are so fond! Brown on the outside but white, frothy, and filled with 

bubbles on the inside!” 

 “Cream puff!” the others echo. All three of them pronounce the English word with 

difficulty, since Cherokee had no such word. 

 “You are not really Cherokee. You are a white man!” exclaims Kuhli. 

 “Yonega!” the others scream. 

 “You should have made up your mind,” says Kuhli. “You tell the whites you are white, 

and you tell us that you are Cherokee. And now, it is too late to decide.” 

 “I have a greater degree of Cherokee blood than your beloved Chief Ross, 

Cooweescoowee, who is only one-eighth blood Cherokee!” I tell them, but I know I will not 

convince him. I know what he is going to say next. 
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 “But his spirit is totally Cherokee. So are those of some of the white families whom our 

tribe adopted!  Being Cherokee is a matter of the heart, not just of the blood!” 

 “Exactly!” I cry out, though I am not sure what I am going to say next. “That’s what I 

want you to understand! My heart, my spirit, has always desired nothing but blessings for our 

people...” 

 Kuhli spits yet again. “Your words are like the forest around your house.” 

 This is not what I expected him to say. I respond, “I don’t understand. The forest around 

my house is very stately, with big strong trees.” 

 “Fool! Do you see any young trees in your forest?” 

 I look around, suddenly aware that I had walked around and daydreamed in my forest, 

but never really looked at it. 

 Kuhli continues, “There are hardly any young trees. Where do you think the old trees 

come from? They had to be young trees once. And the only place where young trees can grow is 

out in an opening, an opening created by a fire or a storm. This is the Great Spirit’s way: 

disasters purge out the rotten old wood, so that new, strong trees can grow. Well, your life is like 

an old dead forest just waiting for destruction. You know, when I want to find really strong 

wood, where I look? Not to the maples and oaks in the big forest, but to the little bois-d’arc trees 

out in the openings. They have the strongest wood...” 

 “Maclura pomifera.” I recite the tree’s Latin name without thinking. 

 “You call it by a name, but you do not understand it. You name the plants, but you do not 

know how the Spirit works in the forests. Much good may your Eastern education do you now!” 

 “Fight like a man!” Saloli yells out. 

 “I am fighting like a man,” I say. “With my mind! I am a real man, I am asgaya-ya-i!” 

 “You know our law,” says Kuhli. “Anyone who sells Cherokee land without permission 

of the full council is to be executed. Even now, the earth is receiving the blood of Major Ridge 

and his son John. And of your brother.” 

 I understand now that this is the moment I will die, and that my death is part of a 

coordinated assassination. 

 “Do you know what you are starting?” I say, trembling and retreating against a tree.  

“You will begin factional wars, revenge upon revenge, which will ravage our people. Surely you 

know John Ross will be blamed for my death! And his followers will be killed next! You will 

have no rest, and we will have no unity with which to face the white man...” 

 “You talk to us about unity! Your Treaty Party is so small, the deaths of its leaders will be 

but a footnote to our nation’s future. No one will remember you, Cream Puff! The vines will 

grow over your bones...” 

 “As God is my witness, I have made the best decisions I knew how to make! My purpose 

entirely was to save our people!” I barely hold on to consciousness. 

 Saloli pushes me to the ground. I feel the moist, fragrant ground against my stomach. As 

I lay, with my eyes closed, the stirring of the branches overhead joins with the coursing of the 
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blood through my head. In the beautiful morning sunshine, I know a new day is beginning for 

my tribe, but I know it will not be a day of peace. 

 All the branches of all the trees around me are beginning to swirl. I feel as if I am being 

drawn down a tunnel. Time seems to stop. I do not know whence it comes, but my soul feels 

soothed by the music of Amazing Grace. 

 

   Aseno Yiunetseyi, Iyuno Dulenuh, 

   Talineduh Tselutseli, Udvne Yunetsuh. 

 

This hymn was written by an English slave-trader who repented and became an abolitionist. 

Slavery: now there was an issue that remains unresolved among my people. The Ridges and 

Waties have slaves, but Rev. Worcester hates slavery. Who is right? Even the Americans cannot 

decide. 

 I open my eyes. I can vaguely hear, beyond the coursing of my blood and the heavenly 

choirs, the yelling of the three men who stand above me. All I can see is a tiny seedling. I 

recognize it as one of the weeds that the Europeans brought over. How can I die now, when there 

is so much yet to learn? We have given names to plants, but we do not know what makes them 

grow. How can any of us claim to be wise if none of us, Tsalagi or yonega, knows the answer to 

such a fundamental question? And can it be that I have been totally wrong? Has all my work 

resulted in nothing but carnage and battle among brothers? I have sought the wisdom of the 

white man, but perhaps his thoughts are just weeds. 

 I do not feel Kuhli’s hatchet dig into my skull. 
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Part six: Lewis Hicks 
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Chapter 1 

 

 I was now living in Nathan Hicks’s mansion in Tahlequah, with him, his wife Alice (we 

called her Elsy), and their son Nathan who was fourteen, the same age as I. Elsy played the piano 

beautifully. I watched her when I was supposed to be reading something that the elder Nathan 

had assigned. She played the latest music from Europe. The intricate, interwoven melodies and 

the big chords of piano music were so far beyond any Cherokee music I had experienced, which 

was monotonous chants and rattles and drums, that I could scarcely breathe when I first heard it. 

It inspired me even more than the choir music in church. 

 It’s not that I had no access to musical enchantment. Elsy was, herself, teaching me to 

play the piano. But my fingers were clumsy, even after three years of instruction. I knew that I 

would never be able to play music like her. And what would be the point of pecking out a few 

notes like a chicken eating corn? I played scales, which were supposed to teach my fingers how 

to keep from entangling as I played melodies. 

 Besides, I thought, when I see Minerva again, it will probably not be in this mansion but 

in her house, which almost certainly has no piano. If I can’t play for Minerva, why should I play 

at all? 

 Elsy was playing what she told me was Waltz in B minor by a Frenchman whose name is 

spelled Chopin, but it doesn’t sound like that. Actually he is Polish, whatever that means. 

When I heard this waltz, as I stood unseen in the hallway outside the parlor, I thought my 

heart was going to burst. 

 Little Nathan, who had grown up in comfort, hated piano practice. He hated what he 

considered the stuffy music of polite concerts. But he had not grown up hearing our primitive 

tribal music. I hated piano music for a different reason: the despair of knowing I would never 

master it. Little Nathan and I seldom saw one another. He was much further along than I in his 

studies. 

 I attended church with my new family every week. The sermon was always boring, 

though at least not outrageous like a Devil Horn oration. But to hear melodies and chords in 

choir music made me feel like there must be a heaven. John Anderson felt the same way. 

Doctrine be damned, he said; it’s the music that speaks of God. One Sunday we sang The 

Promised Land. I recognized the tune as the refrain Devil Horn sang the day Minerva pointed at 

him six years earlier. 

 

On Jordan’s stormy banks I stand 

And cast a wishful eye 

To Canaan’s fair and happy land 

Where my possessions lie. 
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 It took several Sunday school sessions before I understood what the words meant. Canaan 

was the name of the land the Children of Israel thought God wanted them to conquer. They 

crossed the Jordan, under Joshua’s leadership, and displaced the pagans who lived there. It 

sounded so nice, until I secretly read the parts of the Old Testament that the preacher skipped 

over. All about the Israelites putting every man, woman, and child to the sword in one city after 

another. Once in a while God told the Israelites, through Joshua, that they didn’t have to kill 

everyone; they could spare the virgin females and rape them. I found this part disgusting. For 

several nights, I had recurring dreams of what Devil Horn had done to Minerva. I realized that 

maybe Devil Horn was well within the range of behavior that Christians thought a godly man 

might have; what he did was certainly less horrible than what Joshua ordered the Israelites to do 

to all of those tribes. 

Nor was this hymn the only one that made reference to this part of the Bible. Another 

one, with an equally good melody—I had to admit these horrible words had a nice tune—went 

like this: 

 

To Canaan’s land I’m on my way 

Where the soul never dies, 

Where there will be no parting hand 

Where the soul never dies. 

 

 The mystery to me was why these people should be singing this hymn. The preacher said 

the Israelite Exodus and Conquest symbolized our salvation and heaven. But the conquest part 

did not fit in. The Israelites conquered Canaan, but we do not have to conquer Heaven. 

 Then I finally figured it out. The Promised Land, the tune Devil Horn sang, was very 

popular in Kentucky and Tennessee around the beginning of the century. Pioneers stood at the 

edge of a vast land of trees and rivers and mountains and thought that God wanted them to cut 

down the trees and plant farms and have slaves. 

 Cherokee land. 

 The whites, some of them anyway, saw Cherokees as heathens who needed to be put to 

the sword the way Joshua had slaughtered the Canaanites. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 The Chopin waltz left me with an unspeakable sadness that chased me around for several 

days. Elsy noticed and smiled when I told her the music that she played haunted me. 

 “That is good,” she told me. 

 “How can it be good?” 

 “Sadness is part of the human experience. But right now, I will teach you to play a happy 

song on the piano. Another folk song.” 

 I learned to play and sing it. 

 

You ought to see my Cindy, 

She lives away down south, 

She’s so sweet the honeybees 

Swarm around her mouth. 

The first time that I saw her 

She was standing in the door 

Her shoes and stockings in her hands 

And her feet all over the floor. 

 

 This made me briefly happy, but the sadness always returned. 

 

Get along home, Cindy, Cindy, 

Get along home, Cindy, Cindy, 

Get along home, Cindy, Cindy, 

I’ll marry you sometime. 

 

 I could not imagine singing this song for Minerva. Minerva’s three syllables just 

wouldn’t fit. Minnie would, but I could never call her that. 
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Chapter 3 

 

 I studied very hard, determined to master geography, the mathematics that surveyors 

used, and the knowledge of the plants and animals that God placed throughout the world. 

Everything I studied was fascinating to me. Especially the history of Europe, which made our 

bloody wars with the Creeks look like innocence itself. Some of these Europeans sailed over here 

to America and thought that God had given the land to them. I marveled that the first “voyages 

of discovery” almost ended in failure. Jamestown almost died. Roanoke did die. The only ones 

that survived were the ones to whom our tribal peoples gave assistance. 

 I worked hardest on learning to read and write the English alphabet and Sequoyah’s 

syllabary. More and more Cherokees were learning the syllabary. So many, in fact, Old Nathan 

said, that the Cherokee literacy rate would soon surpass that of the Americans. It’s not that the 

syllabary is easy. No, there are more Cherokee syllables than American letters. Sequoyah made 

an entire new set of characters for Cherokee, but our newspaper, the Phoenix, was printed on a 

press that already had English type, so he decided to use some of the English letters in his 

syllabary. Not in the same way; for example, our tsalagi (Cherokee) was written CWY. But 

many other characters were entirely new, and very confusing. In fact, some of them were much 

fancier than in the English alphabet and differed from one another by only the tiniest little 

squiggles. 

 My sister Quaki, who lived in Tahlequah, was learning to write as well. It was not long 

until we were exchanging letters. At first it was just How are you? I am fine. But soon she was 

telling me about her fancy clothes and about the balls in which the grown-ups danced. None of 

the stomping and shrieking and pretended violence that had scared her at the old tribal dances. I 

told her about what I was learning, and how each day I was getting better and better at not falling 

off a horse. 

 Finally, the big day came when I wrote a letter to Minerva. I had so many things to say to 

her, but I could not put them on paper. How are you? I am fine. Possum shit, as John Anderson 

called it when I showed him. He spent his time in the woodshop and did not learn to write. 

 “Then, what should I say?” I asked him. 

 “Tell her that, let’s see, she must be about twelve years old now. Old enough for love. I 

first fell in love when I was twelve. Tell her you want to go to bed with her.” John was serious. 

 “You’re crazy, John. Old Nathan is going to read it. Besides...” 

 “You’re fourteen now, Usquuh-ne. Haven’t you been in love yet?” 

 “Depends on how you mean it. Even back on the Trail, I felt enchanted by Minerva.” 

 “You’re almost there, my little man. Now all you need is to feel sexual desire.” 

 “I know what you mean. One of the servant girls...Bonnie?...” 

 “The black girl?” 

 “Yes. Why shouldn’t I feel something for her? Even if she is black. She’s already got 

breasts. But here’s the problem. If what I feel for Bonnie is desire...” 
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 “It is, my man.” 

 “...then it is not what I feel for Minerva. Of course, I haven’t seen Minerva since she was 

a little girl. Meanwhile, I have to write her a letter. How are you? I am fine.” 

 “Tell her something about what you do. Well, maybe that’s not such a good idea. Playing 

piano? Studying history? Wait, I’ve got it. You’ve been learning how to write for one reason and 

one reason only: to send her a letter.” 

 “Well, that’s not the only reason I’ve learned to write.” 

 “But it is the main reason, right? Thought so. Tell her! Oh, and something else. You 

heard about those contraptions they have back east that can actually use the light to make an 

image of your face and body?” 

 I did not know at that time that I would never have my photograph—that’s the term for 

it—taken. The first people in my family with a photograph would be my son Andrew and 

daughter Rachel, many years later. 

 “Nobody does that in Indian Territory, John.” That was the new name of our land. 

 “That’s not the point. Tell her how much you wish you could have her picture and send 

her yours. Tell her that you have grown into a young man, not the little boy she last saw, and that 

she must be a young lady now, and probably very beautiful.” 

 “That’s a good idea, John.” 

 “And tell her that every time you see a pretty flower out in the woods, you think of her. 

Like it’s not worth it to see a flower unless you can tell her how much you would like to be with 

her. And all of that muskrat shit.” 

 “It isn’t shit, John. Everything you just said—it’s really true.” 

 “Then write it!” John grinned. 

 Shortly thereafter, John moved to Fort Gibson. The Army hired him as a contractor to 

help take care of their horses. 
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Chapter 4 

 

 I wrote all of the things John told me to say in my letters to Minerva. In my fanciest 

handwriting, first in English, then in Cherokee. 

 Young Nathan looked at the letter. “This is pretty romantic,” he said. 

 “I intended it that way,” I responded. 

 “Don’t get yourself in trouble.” 

 “How’s that?” 

 “I know perfectly well that I’ll never get to court a young lady that my dad does not 

introduce to me. I know you’re not actually his heir, like I am, but I advise you stay away from 

any girls until he finds one for you.” 

 “I’ve got one life, and I want to spend it with Minerva.” 

 Young Nathan looked at me as if seeing a strange animal. “How could you know that? 

You haven’t seen her in four years. Anyway, we don’t just have one life.” 

 “Yes, we do, Nathan. If you consider standing around on a cloud bank in Heaven and 

strumming harps forever to be life, well, I don’t.” 

 Young Nathan smiled. “Well put. I wish I’d said that.” He rushed to add, “But I didn’t 

say it, and if you tell my dad I did, I’ll deny it.” 
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Chapter 5 

 

 Old Nathan did not like what I wrote, but he sent it anyway. 

 When I got a letter back from Minerva, I thought it would be the happiest day of my life. 

When I opened it, it was apparent to me that she had not been studying very much. 

 

 I hav only a little time to writ. I help mom ever day with milching the cows. But now we 

done slattered one and we have to git it to market, sept for the part we salt up and keep for 

ourselfs, which aint much. I can weave. Oh I can weave. I hope you git to see what I can weave. 

By for now. 

 

 Her English letters were crooked. She wrote nothing in Cherokee. 

 She said nothing that I might consider love. Except maybe that last part, about wanting 

me to see what she could weave. 

 At dinner that night, I felt a strange conflict of emotions. I felt that I no longer knew 

Minerva. She didn’t used to talk that way in Cherokee, but she must have learned to talk English 

that way from everyone around her. On the other hand, I looked around the table, and at the 

cupboards of fancy crockery. I realized I would rather milk cows with Minerva than to be where 

I was. 

 And I told her so, the next time I wrote. And the next, and the next. I said I wanted to see 

her so much (she would have said, so bad) that I would be willing to walk the sixty miles. 
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Chapter 6 

 

 Elsy taught me to read English. Old Nathan had mostly left me alone to study. He just 

told me what to read, and then asked me what I had learned. 

 But on this particular day, in 1845, when I was fifteen years old, he had a more serious 

discussion with me. 

 “Lewis, do you remember what the old homeland was like?” 

 “Of course. I remember lots of trees. Not their names, of course, just that there were lots 

of them.” 

 “What did you think about them? About the trees?” 

 “They were beautiful, Nathan. I loved the way the wind blew in the leaves and...” 

 “I regret to inform you, Lewis, that you should not feel that way. About the trees.” 

 “What?” I spoke more loudly than I intended. “God made them.” 

 “But what did He make them for?” 

 “To be beautiful?” I said. “And for wood and for fruits...” 

 “He made them so that we could cut them down.” 

 I was astonished. This seemed incredible to me. I was fairly certain this was not in the 

Bible. 

 And I said so. “On the third day,” I said, referring to the first chapter of Genesis, “God 

made the dry land, and He covered it with trees. Seems to me that the land needs to have a 

covering of trees just like people need to have a covering of clothes. And then, there’s the second 

chapter, where He told Adam and Eve to take care of the Garden. He didn’t say to cut down the 

trees...” 

 Old Nathan spoke with authority. “God made the trees, all right, but then at the end of 

Chapter 1 He told us to have dominion over the Earth and subdue it. He made the forests, then 

commanded us to subdue them. And the Garden? God drove Adam and Eve out of the Garden of 

Eden. We men don’t live there anymore. Our job,” he concluded, “is not finished until we get all 

the trees cut down. Well, except for the fruit trees, and the wood lots. 

 “Here’s what you apparently don’t remember about the old homeland,” Nathan 

continued. “We were cutting the trees down there. When Major Ridge laid out the plan for New 

Echota, it had houses, public buildings, and broad streets, but the trees had to be cut down. 

That’s what all the leaders of the tribe did. The only people who stayed back in the forest were 

the savage full bloods. The part of the tribe, with white blood, some more, some less, that led us 

into the future wanted to subdue the landscape.” 

 “Well, if we were doing that already, why did President Jackson call us savages and send 

us to Indian Territory?” 

 “Ex-president,” Nathan corrected me. “He likes to be called Great White Father. He’s a 

silly ass. If you tell anyone I said that, I will deny it and send you to work in the stables.” We 
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laughed at what I assumed was our secret joke. “But we want to keep him happy. He is, after all, 

the great Savior of our tribe.” 

 I wanted to say something that John might have said. Instead I just asked, “In what way?” 

 “If we had stayed back in Georgia...” 

 “It wasn’t Georgia. It was the Cherokee Nation,” I dared to correct him. 

 Nathan responded, “It’s not my place to say. Or yours. The Georgians would have 

annihilated us, just like the Children of Israel annihilated the Canaanites.” I had never heard the 

word annihilate, but it wasn’t hard to figure out. “Furthermore, left to our own devices, we would 

probably never have gotten around to the fullness of civilization.” 

 “We had a newspaper and a printing press and...” 

 Old Nathan ignored me. “But now that we have been sent here, we have no choice but to 

rebuild, and to make a real civilization. We owe all this to Andrew Jackson. I met him once. He 

is not well. I hope you get to meet him, but fear that you will not. You see, it was not so much 

that the whites had to annihilate the Cherokees. No, that’s not what happened. It was that the 

Cherokees themselves, aided by white blood in our veins, annihilated our old savage ways. 

That’s what makes this the promised land.” 

 That night, I wrote my own verse to add to the Promised Land song. 

 

I see the dawn of the Promised Land 

Shine through the dark mists of the sea 

Though all men block my way I’m safe someday 

By God’s side in the Promised Land. 
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Chapter 7 

  

 The lumberjacks (a new word in the English language) I heard in Claremore bragged 

about how many trees they cut down. 

 “Two hunnud fafty,” said one. 

 “I done got six hunnud nighty-one.” 

 “That musta been with all the little saplings.” 

 There were still a few groves of trees that had not been cut. I slipped into them once in a 

while. I instantly left behind the hot dusty sunshine and felt clean and cool. I brought a botany 

book from Grandfather Charles’s library. Somebody named Bartram wrote it. It had nice line 

drawings of the different kinds of trees, shrubs, and flowers. But they were the ones that lived 

back east. The book would have done me more good back in our old homeland. Some of them 

were the same species, like red oaks, and others must have been different species of the same 

family, like most of the other oaks around here. I recognized walnuts. From any one place where 

I stood, I could distinguish at least twenty kinds of plants, big and small, even though I did not 

know what fifteen of them were. 

 I recognized three things when I was out in the forest. 

 First, I knew that the trees existed for some other purpose than to be cut down. 

 Second, in the forest I was no longer Lewis Hicks. I was once again the little Cherokee 

boy Usquuh-ne. 

 Third, I looked up from the book and all thoughts of botany slipped away from my mind. 

I knew I had to see Minerva again. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Finally, in 1846, Minerva wrote back to me: 

 

 You all are welcom if you ever git to come. Mom would really like to see you again. My 

little man, Oo-skunny, must be growed up now, she says. Mom got married to Daniel Ward 

couple of years back. I have a new little sister, Amelia. Aint that a pretty name? Wish I was more 

educated, like you, but where are we goin to get me a tutor? John Anderson would be right 

happy to meet you too. He remembers all about how good you were to me on the trail. 

 

 John Anderson? Last I had heard, he worked for the Army, but why did Minerva mention 

him? 

 I was sixteen years old and knew how to ride a horse pretty well. I told Old Nathan about 

the invitation and that I was going to accept it. He must have known it was coming. Elsy said she 

would pack food for me. 

 Old Nathan set me off on the road with these words: “Visit the friends of your youth, my 

boy. But if you think you are going to marry that girl someday, you can forget about inheriting 

anything from me. It’s not too late to call off the trip. Save yourself some heartache, boy, and 

forget about her.” 
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Chapter 9 

 

 When I got to Fort Gibson, somebody gave me directions to Mrs. Pettit’s place, which is 

now Mrs. Ward’s. She looked the same, though a little more wrinkled. She ran to embrace me. 

 “What a fine and dashing young man you have become, Usquuh-ne, I mean Lewis,” she 

said into my shoulder. It was only at this moment that I first thought about the fact that I had 

reached my full adult height. “Oh, those were such bad times, on the trail,” she said, looking into 

my eyes. “Minerva told me what happened.” 

 “Sorry I never told you about Devil Horn,” I said. “Minerva asked me not to.” 

 “Asked?” 

 “Demanded,” I smiled. We spoke English. “However glad I am to see you, Mrs. Ward, 

you must know the most important reason for my visit.” 

 “I do,” she said solemnly. 

 First, I met Daniel Ward, Elizabeth’s new husband, and their little toddler, Amelia. 

 Then Elizabeth greeted John Anderson at the door. I walked up quickly to him and shook 

his hand. 

 “You’re all growed up,” he said to me. “And look at those fancy clothes.” He was 

wearing homespun everything, with dirt stains and rips. 

 “Looks like you’ve been surviving,” I said. 

 “Better’n that,” said John. “Hard as it might be to believe, I’ve been a good worker, and 

saved up money. No more whiskey, and that’s a fact. Not recently, anyhow.” He lowered his 

voice a little. “I can’t stay just now, but when I heard you was here, I had to come by. You 

know,” John said, becoming thoughtful. “You said you wouldn’t forget a friend. Remember, 

back on the trail? I want you to know that, no matter what happens, I still hold dear memories of 

you.” 

 I thought this was a rather strange thing for him to say, no matter what happens, but 

didn’t think about it, because I was busy shaking his hand, or he shaking mine. The screen door 

had a spring, and it banged shut as he left. As I write this account many years later, I can hardly 

believe now how stupid I was to not see what was coming. 

 “Well, Mrs. Ward, seems that I have met everyone except Minerva.” 

 We were alone in the living room. Elizabeth peeked into the hall, then turned to me. She 

said, “I think I should be the one to tell you this, Lewis.” She sat in a rocking chair. “You’ve 

always seemed like a son to me, but...” 

 I knew the rest. “Minerva and John?” 

 “They’re engaged to be married,” said Mrs. Ward. 

 “Why didn’t somebody tell me?” 

 “Minerva waited and waited. But she finally decided that...” I heard footsteps in the 

hallway. “I think she will tell you.” 
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 Minerva entered and stood tall behind her mother’s chair. Her eyes did not meet mine. I 

almost couldn’t breathe. She was fifteen years old but already blossoming into womanhood, as 

the poets that Old Nathan made me read would have said. Her red hair fell in loose curls  and 

caught the light from the window. Her skin was tanned and scratched from outdoor work. She 

now wore an apron and a pinafore. She had not removed her bonnet from being outside. She was 

hiding her identity as a goddess. 

 “Minerva.” I struggled to speak. “Congratulations are in order.” 

 “Thank you,” she said almost before I finished, still not looking at me. 

 “I will leave the two of you alone,” said Elizabeth, rising from her chair and slipping into 

the hallway. 

 “Congratulations are in order,” I repeated, “but I might have expected a letter announcing 

your future plans.” 

 “I just couldn’t write about it,” Minerva said, pushing her hair back into her bonnet, 

without success. A goddess’s hair in a bonnet? 

 “I am sad, more than I can say, for myself,” I mumbled. “But you have every right to 

make your decision. I hold no hostility toward you.” 

 “Of course not,” she said, looking up at me, but still not smiling. 

 I had not been entirely honest when I said I held no hostility. But I forced my feelings to 

change, at least for the moment. “I hold no hostility, because, Minerva, you are my goddess of 

wisdom and you make your own decisions, just as you always have. Like that time you stuck 

your hand down in the tree hole...” 

 We both smiled. The atmosphere relaxed and embraced us. 

 “You said there were nunnehi in there,” I said in Cherokee. “That was a bunch of beaver 

shit.” 

 “Please, Lewis,” she said. 

 “I will always be your Usquuh-ne.” 

 “Yes, you will,” she said, turning away, a tear rolling down her cheek. “Please, 

understand that you will always be special to me.” Then she looked at me fully. “But we live in 

different worlds. You and me. I don’t mean the sixty miles between Fort Gibson and Claremore. 

I mean...you know what I mean. You live in a world of books and knowledge...” 

 “But you are still the goddess of wisdom,” I said. 

 “Much good may it do me,” Minerva said. “I’ll just be straight about this, Usquuh-ne. Do 

you know how to put a shoe on a horse?” 

 “I could learn,” I answered. 

 “Do you know how to slatter a hog?” 

 “I could learn.” 

 “Do you know how to churn butter?” 

 “No. That’s women’s work.” 
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 “Unless the woman is sick,” said Minerva, looking away again. “Daniel, he took over the 

housework when Mom was lying in bed sick right before her labor began.” She looked back at 

me. “John came by to help him. Your book-learning isn’t much use in this family.” 

 “Mine?” I said. “You could get some too. The Female Seminary up in Park Hill has been 

open and doing a brisk business educating young Cherokee women. The Male Seminary is pretty 

busy too. We have schools all over the place. One time when I was in Claremore, Chief Ross 

came through town and gave a speech at the school up there. He said that the Cherokee literacy 

rate, using Sequoyah’s writing, was probably higher even than the white literacy rate, except 

maybe places like Massachusetts. And it’s all free! It’s not just the rich Cherokees.” 

 “Usquuh-ne, please try to understand. There’s too much work to do around here for me to 

up and get an education to do something other than the work that has to be done around here.” 

 “You are still my goddess of wisdom,” I tried one last time. 

 “Of course, I am,” Minerva said. “But wisdom and knowledge aren’t the same thing. 

Running a farm takes more wisdom than you might expect.” 

 “Does John ever call you his goddess of wisdom?” 

 “Don’t make this harder than it already is!” Minerva spoke loudly, tears rimming her 

eyes. “No, he doesn’t,” she said more quietly, looking away. “We can’t have ever’thing in this 

life. And unless you come here with a letter from that rich cousin of yours inviting me to live up 

there and learn to be a real lady, then I’m gonna have to stay here and earn my keep. And if you 

don’t know how to milk a cow, then you’re gonna have to stay up there, and that’s all there is to 

it. I’m so sorry, Usquuh-ne. I’ve dreaded for months having to tell you this. I’m not sorry for me, 

but for you. You’ll find somebody...” 

 “Nobody will ever take your place in my heart,” I said. 

 “Of course not!” She glared into my eyes. “Neither of us can find somebody who will 

really replace the other. But what’s gotta be, has gotta be. I think,” she said, “that if I keep 

talking to you, I’ll faint with sadness.” She braced herself against the door jamb, turned, and 

walked out. Elizabeth put her arm around Minerva and helped her to her room. 

 I stood stock still until Elizabeth returned. “Well,” she said to me. “That’s pretty much 

the shape of things. You’re welcome to stay here before you begin your journey back.” 

 “I should get started,” I mumbled. 

 “Too far for one day. Even Coweeta is too far.” 

 “I think I can make it to Coweeta by nightfall.” 
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Chapter 10 

 

 And so it was until 1848. Old Nathan introduced me to belle after belle, in all shades of 

color, except black. I made charming talk and cut a great figure dancing with all of them at balls. 

One of them was even a scholar in her own right, and we spent several evenings 

discussing Aristotle. She scooted up next to me, since the candlelight was dim and I couldn’t see 

Greek letters in her book, letters only she could read. I felt her bosom against my arm. 

 I quickly stood up and turned on her. “Aristotle?” I said. She cowered. “That’s not 

wisdom. Wisdom is...” I thought about the Song of Songs, one of the Biblical books I recently 

started to read, even though they were never quoted in church. “Wisdom is knowing the way of a 

man with a maid. It is hearing the voice of the turtledove in the spring. It is watching the deer 

feed among the lilies. It is...” And this shocked her. “It is knowing how to milk a cow!” 

 I told neither of the Nathans about what I was planning to do. I wrote a letter to Elizabeth, 

with a letter to Minerva inside. I asked her to give it privately to Minerva. I apologized for the 

impropriety, not sure if she knew the word. 

 

 Minerva: I am prepared to leave everything behind and come to you. Your stepfather can 

show me how to shoe a horse. You can show me how to milk a cow. I will work like a slave every 

day if I can be with you. I know John is an honest and good man. But you are his little woman, 

not his Minerva. Just tell me when to come. I have my own horse. Elsy will pack me some food, 

and I will leave with nothing else.  

 

 I heard nothing back from Minerva. I was mortified (another word I added to my 

vocabulary) that I had actually asked her to divorce her husband and become my life companion. 

What manner of beast must she think that I am? I waited and waited. Ball after belle, I waited. 

Croquette after croquet, I waited. Flummery after tart, I waited. I kept the records for the 

Cherokee council meetings in Tahlequah. My handwriting was perfect. The council considered 

me indispensable. Fools! The gold miners on their way to California poured through Indian 

Territory. Most who took the southern route came through Fort Gibson, though a few went 

further south past Fort Washita. Lots and lots and lots of things were happening as I waited for 

the letter that I gradually admitted would probably never come. 

 Then, one day in early 1850, I got a letter from Minerva. She wrote one word. 

 Come. 
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Part seven: Lewis Hicks 
  



Rice: Elizabeth’s Exile, © 2026, free download PDF 
 

147 
 

 

Chapter 1 

 

 Minerva turned over in bed beside me and nestled her face into my shoulder. A breeze 

billowed in through the gauzy curtains. The window screen—Elizabeth’s house was one of the 

few with them at this time—did not keep out all the flies. A half-dozen of them explored our 

naked skins, Minerva’s flawless white and mine red, which appeared black in the pre-dawn 

gloom. I smelled the rose scent from Minerva’s hair and the lotion on her skin. My own scent, 

from nothing more than lye soap, was more neutral. Most couples—especially Elizabeth and 

Daniel—considered it indecent to sleep totally without garments, even in summer. But Minerva 

insisted on it. 

0 I heard Daniel out milking the cows. Minerva opened her eyes, lifted her head a little, and 

gazed into my face. I shifted a little and caressed her back. I counted her vertebrae in Cherokee. 

 Sowo, tsali, tsoi, nuhgi. 

 “Gawd, I’m glad I don’t have to milk cows,” she said. 

 Hisgi, sudali, galiquogi, tsunela. “Time’s comin’ when we’ll have to do that, and 

everything else,” I said. 

 Sonela, sgohi, sadu, talidu. 

 “You counted that one already,” she whispered wetly into my ear. She lifted herself, her 

petite breasts dangling over my chest. I could not see them, so I felt them. She giggled. 

 “But meanwhile,” Minerva said, “Ma and Stepdad are letting us enjoy at least a little bit 

of honeymoon.” She kissed my chest and sat up beside me. I could now see her. 

 “Pretty damn long honeymoon,” I said. “Wonder how much longer? Three months and 

counting.” It was only a couple of days after our wedding that the real honeymoon ended. “I 

remember when Daniel made me get out of bed in the middle of the afternoon and help with the 

plowing. But we can still sleep in, at least until sunrise.” 

 Minerva started laughing hard enough to rack her body. Her breasts jiggled. “Usquuh-ne, 

you’re a hoot! You call that plowing? Those rows of crops...” 

 “I did the best I could.” 

 Minerva laughed harder. “That makes it even funnier.” She scooped her long red hair 

back over her shoulders. “Those rows were so crooked! Vicar of Bray...” That was Daniel’s 

mule, which he named after an English folk song. “It didn’t know when or where you wanted it 

to go. You left clumps of unplowed land between the rows that looked like pimples. And that 

was the best you could do!” 

 “Pimples? Say, why don’t you have any pimples?” 

 “I’m a goddess, remember?” 

 “Of course, Minerva.” 

“I’m surprised Vicar didn’t kick you. And everyone passing by on the road would stop 

and talk about the rich boy from Claremore.” I stroked her thighs while she poked different parts 

of my body. 
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 “I left everything to come to you,” I said. 

 “You remind me of that every morning,” she said, standing up and crossing the room to 

the wash stand. There was now just enough light that I could tell that the long hair of her head 

and the fluffy hair of other parts of her body were red. 

 “Naw,” I said. “It’s been a couple of days since I said it.” 

 “And I appreciate it. I tell you that every time.” She was starting to talk a little more like 

me. Not too long ago, she would have said ‘preciate and ever’ time. 

 “Your appreciation and love are enough for me,” I said. 

 “And you say that every time. Besides, it’s kind of fun having a husband who knows 

more about the parts of the world than he does about the parts of a cow.” She poured water into 

the bowl, dunked the cloth into it, and lathered the cloth with lye soap. She soaped down her 

torso. “That time you thought sweetbreads were actually sweet breads. Gawd-a-mighty!” She 

slapped the cloth back into the bowl and bent over laughing. 

 I got up and got more soap on the cloth. She stood back up as I rubbed her back 

vigorously with it. Her laughter turned to moans of pleasure. I rinsed her, then quickly soaped 

and rinsed myself. Since we knew we would not have time for intimacy, and didn’t want things 

to get out of control, we washed our own private areas. 

 We held one another closely. She could feel my interest growing. We pulled apart, the 

moisture making a sucking sound. 

She handled the bar of soap like a raccoon washing a mussel and worked the suds into 

her hair. Then she tilted her head sideways over the bowl and rinsed her hair. She twisted it into 

a rope and flung it around like a whip. She opened a little bottle of rose scent and poured a 

couple of drops onto her hands. She massaged them into her scalp and hair, as she unraveled the 

rope. 

“On top of everything else,” I said, “I have to keep working on those boots.” I opened the 

lotion bottle and started anointing her as she looked into my little dark eyes with her big green 

ones. 

“We certainly need the money,” she said. 

Of course, we did. When she kicked John Anderson out, he sold their new farm, the 

animals, everything, and kept the money. Minerva never explained the details of what happened. 

I’m glad I wasn’t there to see it. She seemed more relieved than angry when she told me about 

him. He called her Minnie all the time. He told her she couldn’t have a high-falutin’ name 

around these parts. But that by itself was not enough of a reason for her to send him away. While 

he was a competent farmer most of the time, he missed some good farming times when he was in 

the bottle. Then he headed west on the trail of gold to California in 1849. 

I wanted to treat Minerva with holy respect after John left, but Minerva didn’t want to 

wait. We stole what times we could in the woods or behind the wood pile, nothing that would 

entangle us and make us discoverable by her mother and stepfather, nothing that would make her 

pregnant. One evening, Daniel and Elizabeth went to a church meeting of some sort, even though 

they were not regular attendees. Now came the holy time. In her childhood bedroom, Minerva 
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removed her apron and pinny, folded them, then slipped out of her dress. She lay on her back on 

the bed with her hands folded over her stomach. I stumbled out of my clothes. When I bounded 

onto the rope bed, I heard the front door open. We threw our clothes back on. I climbed out of 

her window and jumped off of the porch roof to go back to my bed in the barn loft. The next 

morning, Elizabeth and Daniel seemed to have no curiosity about why I limped. Minerva and I 

made one trip to a notary in Fort Gibson for her divorce and our marriage in 1850. 

“I’m saving up for the two of us,” I said to her in the dawn gloaming. 

She stood as proudly naked as the sunlight now made everything distinct, the way she 

had that day when, as children, we bathed in the forest on the Trail. “Three,” she said. 

“Three what? Oh,” I said when my brain caught up with my mouth. We embraced again. 

I wept silently with happiness. Her shoulder was dry until I cried on it. 

“Does your mother know?” I asked. 

“She figured it out before I did,” Minerva answered. “I just asked her about some 

puzzling feminine things. She has always taken a learn-it-when-you-need-to-know-it approach. I 

knew everything as soon as she smiled at me.” 

“I’ll do everything I can to make you comfortable and keep you healthy,” I said. 

“Another few months before my confinement. Anyway,” she said, slipping into her 

clothes, the clean ones Elizabeth had dried on the clothesline yesterday, dusty from the west 

wind, “I’ll just go help Mom get the bread to rising.” The birds were loud in the dawn sunlight. 

“A little bun is already rising inside o’ me.” 

Minerva scratched and caressed my scalp as I kissed her belly through the fabric of the 

dress. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 Now about those boots. I’d worn boots a lot in the Hicks house, mostly riding boots and 

dress boots. But until I came to live with Minerva, I didn’t have to work all day in boots. God, 

they were uncomfortable. Daniel taught me how to make and repair them, since store-boughten 

boots were so expensive. Elizabeth made moccasins for Minerva, the kids, and herself. 

 One day, as I was crafting a sole, I decided to sew in a little extra padding where the arch 

would be, on the inside of each foot, and making the big toe side of the tip a little bigger. When I 

sewed the boot together and put it on, it felt much better than a normal boot. I knew I could make 

this new kind of boot and sell them in Fort Gibson, something that could earn money for me and 

Minerva. I couldn’t patent it—the nearest patent office was in K.C. Soon enough, the real 

bootmakers, the ones with lots of supplies and equipment, would copy my idea. It probably 

wasn’t a new idea, just one that nobody used in Indian Territory. But for now, profits awaited 

me. Daniel, Elizabeth, and Minerva were all proud when they saw Fort Gibson locals walking 

around in the boots I had made. 
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Chapter 3 

 

  Old Nathan had not allowed me to take any books when I left Claremore. You won’t 

need those where you’re going, he sniffed. Little Nathan smiled stiffly at me. 

 After I had asked him about five times, Daniel brought me paper. I carved my own quill 

out of a stiff reed from out at the ditch. I made ink from charcoal, and later adapted the formula 

to include oak gall stain. Elizabeth made me a leather pouch to keep my papers together and in 

order. 

 I had no books, but I wrote down everything I saw and thought about, including some 

thoughts that would have gotten me in trouble at church. I noticed that baby cows and sheep had 

big heads and big eyes. Maybe, I wondered—I never said, I just wondered—humans were just 

animals. Humans can speak, but how do we know that cows do not have delicate inflections of 

meaning in their different forms of mooing? Humans can write, but Minerva’s white ancestors 

didn’t until a few thousand years ago, and most whites still did not, and my Cherokee ancestors 

only started writing a couple of years before I was born. Humans have religion, but maybe birds 

do also, in their morning exaltations. 

 And I thought a lot about our Cherokee experience. I knew almost nothing about what 

went on in the top levels of tribal government. I wrote down all I could remember from the Trail. 

 These were my own private writings. I asked Minerva if I had her permission to write 

what I had seen Devil Horn do to her. 

 “He’s dead, I think,” she said. “And if it was up to me, I’d forget the whole thing.” 

 “You haven’t forgotten,” I prompted. 

 “But I’d just as soon nobody else remembers. Still, I have no problem with you writing it. 

Privately.” 

 Later, when she was in the final stages of pregnancy with our second child, we stood 

outside on a cool late summer day. A light rain created mud that made Minerva’s feet feel better. 

She liked it even better when I washed her feet before going to bed. 

 “I’ve been thinking more about our Cherokee experiences,” I said. 

 “Go ahead and write about him.” 

 “Whom?” 

 “Bastard Horn. Who else?” 

 “I already did. That’s not what I meant. I’ve been thinking about some things that Old 

Nathan taught me very, very well before I left Claremore.” 

 “About what? God, I wish we had some ice.” 

 “Maybe it was better that we got forced out of our homeland.” 

 “How can you say that? Not that I care much anymore.” 

 “Well, of course, it would have been much better if we could have just stayed back east 

unmolested. But that wasn’t an option. The Georgians were going to take everything we had, no 
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matter what, and probably killed all of us, too. Some of the Georgia militiamen said they 

wouldn’t return home without killing an Indian. Andrew Jackson...” 

 “Are you trying to make me get sick or something?” 

 “Andrew Jackson kicked us out rather forcefully.” 

 “I remember that part. Your point is?” 

 “Without him, we would have stayed in Georgia and gotten obliterated.” 

 “Fancy word, obliterated.” 

 “And Tennessee, too. The Georgia militia invaded Tennessee to arrest John Ross.” 

 “Wasn’t that illegal? Of course. Why am I not surprised.” 

 “You see my point, Minerva. Jackson saved our sorry backsides. Nathan showed me 

copies of the Jackson proclamations. Jackson spoke tenderly and kindly to us Cherokees, and 

how much he grieved for the obliteration that awaited us if we did not move out west. 

 “And now,” I continued, “here we are, with one of the finest civilizations in the world. 

Poverty is virtually unknown among us. The poorest Cherokee family has enough to get by on. 

Like us. I have heard that this is not true, not true at all, in the big cities of Europe. England, for 

example. A lot of people in London live in filth and squalor and don’t know where their next 

meal is coming from. I’ve heard Indian Territory called the Athens of the West.” 

 “Who called it that? John Ross? Of course, he would.” 

 “No, it was some famous intellectual from back east. I think he might have been referring 

to the Grecian columns at the seminaries in Tahlequah when he said that.” 

 “Usquuh-ne, why are we talking about this?” She briefly slipped back into Cherokee. 

 “Because, if the child is a boy, I would like to name him Andrew Jackson Hicks.” I stuck 

with English. 

 “That sounds like a bad idea, Usquuh-ne.” 

 “The final decision is yours.” 

 “I mean,” she said in English, “Jackson may have saved us from all getting killed, but we 

don’t have to celebrate the Trail Where We Wept, do we?” 

 “Your eldest brother is named Andrew Jackson Pettit, is he not?” 

 “That was my father’s choice, and you can see how good some of his choices were.” 

 “Very well, Minerva. I withdraw my request.” 

 “Not so fast,” she said. “You don’t have to do everything I say. All this stuff about being 

a goddess? I don’t feel like one anymore. So, consider this. Let’s see what Mother and Daniel 

say.” 

 To my surprise, both Elizabeth and Daniel thought it was a good idea. 

 That night in the bedroom, as I washed the last mud from Minerva’s toes and kissed 

them, she said, “If it’s a girl, I want to name her Rachel.” 

 “I can think of nothing better,” I said. “But do you have a particular reason?” 

 “Rachel was the woman for whom Israel, that is, Jacob, was willing to work himself 

seven years for her father’s permission to marry her. She was worth seven years of work.” 

 Andrew Jackson Hicks was born in 1852, and Rachel Ada Hicks in 1854. 
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Chapter 4 

 

 As is the case with most women, Minerva’s breasts got a lot bigger when she was nursing 

Rachel. Whenever I would touch them, Minerva would say, “They’re not for you.” She was 

joking, of course. She was modest even around family when she nursed Andrew and left the 

room to nurse when company was present. By the time she nursed Rachel, she pretty much just 

left her breasts out in the open except when strangers were around. 

 Minerva told me what happened one afternoon in 1855. She sat on the swing in the back 

yard, nursing Rachel. She had both breasts out, switching Rachel from one to the other. She was 

looking off into the distance and did not see a man about her own age approaching her. He had 

been watching her for some time when she noticed him and turned away with a gasp. She looked 

back at him disapprovingly. 

 “Have you no decency, sir?” 

 “I’ve never been accused of decency,” he said. He strutted in his threadbare clothes as if 

they were royal garb. His long blond hair flew back behind his ears. He closed his eyes halfway 

when he smiled. His teeth were perfect. Even though he was very handsome, his facial features 

were strained. Minerva said his strained look made him seem like he needed an enema. 

 Minerva, while turned away, put her dress and pinny back in place, shifting Rachel 

around. “I’ll thank you to quit looking at me like that.” 

 “Oh,” he said, sitting down on a chair, “I’ve seen lots of breasts. All different kinds. 

Sizes. Shapes. Colors. Yours are the best I’ve seen, but I’m not desperate to see them again right 

now. I can wait.” 

 “I think you’d better explain what you are doing here,” Minerva said. 

 “My name is Israel J. Ward.” 

 Minerva froze. 

 “You got it,” he said. “My old man is married to your old lady. I guess that sort of makes 

me kin.” 

 “Well, then, you might as well meet your sort-of niece, Rachel. Andrew is toddling 

around here somewhere.” 

 “Israel!” Daniel’s voice called out. “What are you doing here?” 

 “Mother couldn’t handle me anymore. Said for me to come visit you a spell.” 

 “I don’t think you will find me any more lenient than she, if that is what you are hoping.” 

 “Remember, Dad, I’m twenty-five now. That means that I’m not under anyone’s control 

anymore.” 

 “You are just passing through, I take it.” 

 “No. I’m staying here.” 

 “You’re getting a job in town. They can always use people at the fort.” 

 “I’d rather stay here. You can’t send your own son away.” 

 Daniel stood firm but was silent. “Two weeks,” he said. 
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Chapter 5 

 

 That night, at dinner, Israel charmed the socks off of everyone except me. 

 Israel took helpings of food bigger than his slim body might have suggested. “These 

green beans are mighty nice, Mama,” he said. “But where is the bacon?” 

 “We don’t eat much bacon around here,” Elizabeth said. “We got kind of tired of it on the 

Trail. That, and corn meal, was all we had, every day.” 

 “Amazing,” said Israel. “You must have gone through so much agony. I mean, I admit I 

complain about a lot of things...” 

 “You do,” said Daniel. 

 “I can criticize myself just fine, Father,” Israel continued. “But, Mama, you’re some kind 

of heroine or something. I doubt that I’ll ever be called on to do anything quite as heroic as 

walking the Trail in my life. Though I am ready to, need be. 

 “And you,” he said, turning to Minerva. “You were on the Trail, too? Just like your 

Mama, one amazing woman. I’m right honored to meet the both of y’all.” 

 Minerva blushed. “Thank you,” she said. 

 “I was there too,” I said. “Minerva and I met on the Trail.” 

Israel ignored me. He turned to Amelia. “And you’re twelve now, little cutie?” 

“Just nine,” she smiled, slurring her words. 

“You’re such a beautiful child,” he said. I knew he didn’t mean it, because Amelia was 

wall-eyed and almost unable to focus on anything. She smiled with all her crooked teeth. 

“And the kids,” Israel said, taking some sausage and potatoes. “Beautiful, like their 

mother.” 

“They take after their father, too,” said Minerva. 

“Yes, they are rather dusky, but they’re cute anyway. Say, Mama, you know what you 

need around here? Help out with the food. You need some fish, that’s what you need.” 

“No time for fishing,” said Daniel. 

“Now, here is something I can do for y’all,” said Israel, licking his spoon and putting it 

down. “I can go fishing for catfish and stripers.” 

“We don’t have a fishing pole,” said Daniel. 

“Well, that’s not too much of a problem, for the catfish anyway. I noodle.” 

“You what?” asked Minerva. 

“You don’t know what noodling is? Well,” he said, with a self-effacing grin, “if I do say 

so myself, I have something of a reputation back home for noodling. See, it’s like this.” He stood 

up from his chair and went around to the kids. “I walk out into the water, near where there’s 

some rock shelves, see. Them catfish, specially the big-‘uns, like to hide in little caves. So I start 

feelin’ around.” He pantomimed his actions and the children smiled. “Water’s too muddy to see 

anything.” 

“A snapper ever bite you?” I asked. 
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“No, never,” he said, still not looking at me. “Amateurs, they get bit all the time. But 

here’s the way I do it.” He approached Andrew, who watched him intently. “My right hand, see, 

it’s ready to catch hold of a catfish. But my left hand has a leather glove on it, thick enough that 

a snapper can’t bite through it. I stick my left hand in first, and if nothing happens, I catch the 

catfish with my right hand.” He swiped his hands around Andrew’s giggling head. Then he did it 

to Amelia. “Reach inside the gills to hold onto them slimy bastards.” 

“Israel!” said his father. 

“You can get upset at my language, Papa, but you’ll right well ‘preciate the fresh fish I 

bring home. Corn meal, skillet, you ain’t tasted the like. Bacon grease is best. Oh, that’s right, 

you’re plumb fed up with bacon. You probably caught fish along the Trail, Mama?” 

“The creeks were all fished out by earlier contingents, and the rivers, well, it took all of 

our attention just to cross them.” Elizabeth did not smile. 

“Well, Papa,” said Israel, “I guess I thought of some way to earn my keep around here.” 

“Very well, son. Remember, though, talk is cheap. We expect some fish. Meanwhile, I 

need to go take care of the animals before sunset. Mother here has to clean up. Why don’t you 

and Lewis and Minerva go sit in the living-room and visit awhile?” 

“That sounds great,” said Israel. Minerva was taking care of Rachel right then and didn’t 

say anything. Not thinking of any excuse to get out of the visit, I nodded yes. 

While we sat in the front room. The screen door admitted a pleasant breeze while keeping 

out most of the flies. Israel seemed ready to tell us more tales, the truth of which I could not 

verify. Minerva was occupied with the children—Andrew’s toddling, Rachel’s crying—most of 

the time. But rather than talking with me, Israel waited until Minerva could give him attention. 

Then and only then, he talked to both of us. 

“Met Sam Houston once,” he said. 

“Who is that?” I asked. 

He scrunched up his face. “You ain’t heard of Sam Houston? What kind of Cherokee...” 

“Who is Sam Houston?” Minerva asked. 

“Well, dear,” Israel said, “he was a high-up white man helping out the Cherokees. He 

even went around in Cherokee clothes, sometimes. Nowadays he’s heading things up down in 

Texas.” 

When he knew he had Minerva’s attention, Israel said, “I’ll bet I know where that scent 

of roses is coming from.” 

Minerva cast a shy glance at him. 

I said, “I buy rose oil and rose lotion for her whenever I go to town to sell...” 

Israel interrupted. “You prolly never heard of someone named Israel.” 

“Aside from the one in the Bible?” I asked. 

“A really interesting name,” said Minerva. “Lewis, why didn’t we think of that one?” 

“Why didn’t you think of it?” I said. 

“Andrew was your idea,” said Minerva. 

“At least we agreed on Rachel,” I smiled. 
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“Mine’s not such a good name. Haunts me,” said Israel. 

“Really?” asked Minerva with genuine interest. 

“It means he struggles with God. Boy, did I get that drilled into me at Sunday school. 

Jacob—that was Israel’s original name—wrestling with God and all. I suppose y’all go to 

Sunday School around here? Count me out.” 

“We do not discuss religion,” I said. 

“Maybe you don’t,” said Minerva. “Me, I’ve just never had a chance to. Tell me more, 

Israel.” 

“Well, it’s like this. See, I do struggle with God. Other guys like me, they just don’t like 

being told that we gotta be good boys and not mess around with the girls and drink and stuff like 

that. That’s as far as it goes, for them, to just not get scolded for being immoral and all. I mean, I 

agree. But I just can’t let go of God. It’s like he bites me like a snapper and holds on. I can’t just 

ignore God; I have to argue him away.” 

“Interesting,” said Minerva, between Rachel’s wails. “When we go to church, once in a 

while, the preacher makes it sound like the only people who don’t believe the Bible are just 

people who want to sin, they’re selfish, that’s all. But you’re telling me...” 

“Well, I do want to sin, only I don’t think it’s sin, and I am selfish, but that’s not all.” 

“I see,” said Minerva. 

“I struggle with all rules and all laws. Oh, I obey most of them, but only those that I 

decide are right, by my own way of thinking. Any of them you want to talk about with me, just 

let me know.” 

“I will,” said Minerva. 

“I lived a few years with a rich Cherokee family in Claremore,” I said. “We talked about 

these things too...” 

Israel cut me off. “You know where to find me, anytime you want to talk,” he said to my 

wife. 

Daniel entered. “Son, let me show you where you’re going to sleep. No room in the 

house, not with two families here. You’ll be out in the barn loft.” He started to leave, and Israel 

rose to follow him. 

“You’ll be comfortable there,” I said. “I was there a few months, while Minerva and I 

abstained from one another before marriage.” 

“See you tomorrow,” said Israel. 

“We did not abstain, you little devil,” Minerva smiled and whispered to me as Israel left. 

“Not completely.” 

Israel looked back at us and flashed a grin before he vanished down the hall with his 

father. 
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Chapter 6 

 

 Minerva immediately undressed when we closed the bedroom door. Andy was in his little 

bed in the room beside the pantry. Minerva and I were alone except for Rachel, who was nursing 

at Minerva’s breast. I had removed my shoes and vest. It was hot and the breezes had stopped. 

 “I don’t like him one bit,” I said. 

 “I think he’s interesting,” said Minerva. “And handsome.” 

 “He has his eye on you.” 

 “Oh, Usquuh-ne,” she said in Cherokee. “We Cherokee women can handle our own 

business very well, thank you.” Back to English. “So, he has his eye on me. It feels good to catch 

the attention of a handsome guy. I mean, I’ve had two of your children, so I feel kind of used up. 

This is an innocent little adventure.” 

 “It might not stay innocent.” 

 Minerva looked at me fiercely. “You are my husband. Have a little confidence in me, 

won’t you? You talk as if a woman cannot say no to adultery. Well, I can. Besides, what do you 

plan to do about it?” 

 “Maybe now’s the time for us to move out and get our own house,” I said. 

 “Why not just wait and move out when we were planning to anyway? Our new house 

isn’t finished. I know you’re busy and can only work on it an hour a day. But I’m not moving me 

and my babies into an unfinished house. Not your fault, but I’m just not going to do it.” She 

switched Rachel to the other nipple. 

 “We could rent the Red Bird place,” I said. 

 Minerva almost dropped Rachel. “Are you out of your mind? That was the place John 

built for me and sold. I know it’s empty now, but it would be quite disturbing for me to sleep 

with you in the room where I slept with him.” 

 “Look,” I said. “You women say you have intuition. I understand. But men do too. And I 

can detect something really dangerous starting to happen. He’s probably outside right now, 

looking in the window.” 

 “The lamp is fairly low,” said Minerva. You can turn it down some more if you like.” 

 “He can see well enough,” I said. 

 “Jealous husbands,” she said. “What are you, a character from one of those English 

plays?” 

 “Shakespeare?” 

 “Yeah, that guy. Use your brain! If he can see me...” She put Rachel down in the crib. 

“Then he can see you, too.” She stood naked in front of me, her hands on her hips. I saw only the 

light from behind her. “You know what to do.” 
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 I did. With deliberate slowness, I removed all my clothes. Minerva threw her arms 

around my neck and smiled. I gently laid her down on the bed. She laughed loudly. I reached 

over and, the moment I began making love to my wife, and not a moment earlier, extinguished 

the lamp. 
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Chapter 7 

 

 I waited for Israel to make some terrible and embarrassing error. But for the first three 

days, he did not. He was, in fact, the hero who brought home so much catfish that Daniel 

canceled plans for buying the next barrel of salt beef. “Fatten up Minnie for another year,” he 

said. Minnie was the beef cow. She was Minnie, not Minerva. 

 Elizabeth was bringing in lots of good vegetables from the garden. When I came in early 

from delivering boots to town, I found Israel helping her with weeding the garden. And at 

supper, Israel smiled and praised the vegetables and praised the virtues of a good and healthy 

life. What a liar. 

 What happened next was something of a disaster, but it pleased me a little. Daniel’s horse 

had disappeared, and so had his son. And so did some of my money, which I thought I had 

hidden carefully. Of course, there aren’t very many places to hide money in a clapboard house. I 

had been keeping records of my cash. I knew some of it was missing. 

 Israel came riding home late that night, barely able to stay on the horse. I heard him come 

inside and awaken Elizabeth. They went into the kitchen. I threw on some clothes and went into 

the hall to watch them. The atmosphere around him smelled of whiskey. Elizabeth tended to the 

wounds he received from being in a fight. 

 When I got back to our bedroom, I woke Minerva. 

 “Usquuh-ne?” 

 “It’s Israel. Just rode in. I think he’s drunk.” 

 “You woke me up just to tell me that? I was finally getting some sleep.” 

 “Now you’ll see what he’s really like.” 

 Minerva turned toward me. “I’ll hear all about it in the morning. If he’s drunk, if he’s not 

drunk, I don’t care worth a dog turd right now. If you ever wake me up again for something like 

that...God help us.” She turned her back to me and fell asleep. 
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Chapter 8 

 

 “I need to talk to you,” I said to my wife. 

 “Now?” She was in the middle of churning butter and feeding Rachel. 

 “No, but we need to retire to our room a little early.” 

 That night, we were in our room even before the sun had completely set. She took off 

everything except her dress. “So, what did you want to talk about?” she asked as she sat down. 

She almost immediately began to fall asleep. I touched her shoulder. “Sorry,” she said as she 

yawned and awoke. “Oh, Usquuh-ne, you work so hard, and you look forward to being in bed 

with me, and you deserve it. And here I go and fall asleep on you.” She started to stand up and 

slip off her dress but she sank back into the chair. “So, what is it you wanted to discuss?” 

 “This,” I said. “You are so tired and overworked. I love you. I do not wish to add to your 

exhaustion.” 

 “In what way?” 

 “In bed.” 

 “Oh, Usquuh-ne, that’s no problem,” she said, smiling. “I just lay on my back and let you 

do all of the work. I like feeling you.” 

 “And I like feeling you, too,” I said. “But what if you should become pregnant again? 

That might be too much for you to handle. It was you who said that the children made you feel, 

as you said, used up.” 

 “Oh, I could handle more kids if I had to.” 

 “But it would bring you no joy,” I said, kneeling down beside her. 

 “The preachers say a woman should have as many babies as she can. Be fruitful and 

multiply and all that. If I hear that psalm quoted about the man having a quiver full of babies 

again, I’m going to scream, right in church.” 

 “We don’t go to church very often, but you’re right, that might happen. Seems to me we 

humans already multiplied enough to fill the Earth. Time to do something else for a change other 

than fuck.” 

 Minerva laughed. Since I used such words so seldom, it was a surprise. “What are you 

saying we should do?” she asked. 

 “We need to abstain for a while.” I kissed the back of her hand. 

 “How long?” Her head fell back and her eyes closed. “Remember, I like to feel you.” 

 “I don’t know how long,” I said, stroking her hand. “And, you can still feel me. I just 

need to make sure I do not plant any seeds in you.” 

 “So, what do we do?” She raised her head to look at me. She was still beautiful, and 

young—only twenty-five—but had the marks of care on her face, a face that such stresses should 

never despoil. 

 “Let me show you. Finish taking off your dress.” 
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 She stood and let her dress slip to the floor. She slipped her arms around my shoulders as 

I carried her to the bed. Soon I had her moaning in pleasure as I wiped a cool and soapy cloth 

over her face, then her neck, her arms, her breasts, her stomach. I cleansed her wild tuft of red 

hair between her legs. Then I rinsed her. Crouching by the bed, I lay my face down in her nest of 

love, looking toward her face. She ran her fingers through my hair and fell asleep.  
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Chapter 9 

 

 “Son, it’s time that you left us.” 

 “Papa, I’m not leaving. Where would I go?” 

 “That’s your problem.” 

 “No, it isn’t.” This was Elizabeth’s voice. “I mean, not completely.” 

 “Listen, Papa, I’m not leaving. You gonna call the light horse guard on me?” The light 

horse guard was the nearest thing Indian Territory had to a police force. 

 “You are a man now, and you will leave before I have to do something of that nature.” 

 I was approaching the front door and stopped to listen. Elizabeth filled me in later about 

the conversation I missed. 

 I jumped when I heard Minerva’s voice. “I’m just thinking about how I would feel if it 

was Andrew. I mean, if he was bad. I’d still love him. Don’t you love your son, Pa?” 

 “Love means making him assume the responsibilities of a man.” Daniel was firm. Then, 

“I have a proposal. I’ll find you a job in town, and you go there.” 

 “Nobody in town will give me a job, Papa, not after what I done the other night.” 

 Silence. 

 I entered and did not know what to say. Then I saw Israel’s new boots. “Where’d you get 

those boots?” I asked him. 

 “Bought’em in town,” he said. 

 “You have money?” 

 “Mom back east gave me some before I left.” 

 What a liar. 

 “You bought them? Those are the boots I make. You could have asked me, and I’d have 

given you a pair for free.” I intended for the look on my face to say, charity. 

 For a moment I felt good, even though Israel had just bought my boots with my money. 
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Chapter 10 

 

 “So, Mama, you don’t have any slaves,” said Israel one morning. 

 “Do I look like I can afford slaves?” Elizabeth answered. 

 “Yes, actually, you do,” Israel said. It was true. Elizabeth and Daniel had produced 

enough corn and oats and potatoes to sell the excess and had a couple dozen cows, providing 

beef and milk. She never lacked good fabric; she and Minerva always had a good dress and even 

a spare one. Industrial cloths were better than what household looms, which were expensive, 

could produce. “Dad, you work real hard. You have to get up so early to milk the cows. You 

must have so much money stored up...” 

 “What makes you think we have money?” asked Daniel. His oatmeal had wild plum 

preserves. Minerva and I had romped through the woods the previous spring to gather the plums, 

and Elizabeth canned a whole row of Mason jars from them. 

 Israel looked down at his oatmeal, swimming with cream, most of which we sold in town, 

with a bacon-hungry look. “I guess I don’t actually know. But y’all look pretty well off here.” 

 “That’s just hard work, son,” said Daniel. 

 “And you could produce even more if you had a slave,” Israel observed. “You could 

churn more butter and sell it. Mama and Minerva can only do so much churning. Get a young 

black girl to help out. She’d be glad to live here. A lot of them are really pretty. It’s gotta be 

better than a lot of other farms around here. I mean, you are nice people and all. See, black 

people, they’re like little children. They just want a nice quiet home to live in.” This bothered 

me, but I had heard and been taught to say almost the same things about slaves back in 

Claremore. 

 “I freed my slaves before the Trail,” said Elizabeth. “I’m not sure it was legal, but I did 

it.” 

 “Why did you do that?” asked Israel. “Lot of Cherokees brought their slaves along. And I 

don’t just mean the rich ones who had their own carriages and all. I mean even the ones like you-

all...” 

 “She freed her slaves back in Tennessee,” said Daniel. 

 Elizabeth stood up. “It’s a stinking business, Israel. A stinking business! It is cruel and 

inhuman to own another person.” 

 Israel looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Oh, really? Yes, it can be, with a cruel master. 

But a cruel master is something you-all would not be. Or you, either, Papa.” 

 Then he looked over at Minerva. “And I know that you, sweet lady, would be as kind to a 

slave as to your own children. That’s just the way you are. The only difference between a slave 

and a child is that a slave cannot choose what to do the way children can when they grow up.” 

 “You leave my wife out of this,” I said. 
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 Israel ignored me. “You see, the way I was raised to understand, the dusky races aren’t 

part of our species. They are the descendants of animals who lived before God made Adam. Not 

too different from us; after all, they can produce children with white parents.” 

 “And might those children be animals too?” demanded Elizabeth, panting in rage. “Am I 

an animal, too? I am Cherokee, a descendant of a dusky race. And my son-in-law is full-blooded. 

And how would you feel if you were a slave? With a name like Israel. The Israelites were slaves 

in Egypt...” 

 “I’m not Jewish,” said Israel. 

 “His mother wanted to name him Barak, I wanted Bob, so we compromised,” said 

Israel’s father. 

 “That’s not the point,” said Elizabeth. 

 “I’m not talking about white slaves,” said Israel. “Or even Indian slaves. Certainly not 

about all Indians. Certainly not about Minerva.” He looked at her as she cast her eyes down 

again. “I mean black slaves. Ones I’ve been around, they smell bad.” 

 “That’s because their owners don’t let them have enough soap,” said Elizabeth. 

 I started to remind Israel that he had said something to the effect that he liked dark 

people, at least dark women, at least their breasts. Then I remembered I wasn’t supposed to know 

this; he had said it privately to Minerva, the day he arrived, and she told me. 

 “Son, if you ever get rich enough to buy a slave, go ahead.” Daniel crossed his arms. 

 “Because by then you’ll be rich enough to live somewhere else other than with us,” said 

Elizabeth. 

 “Besides,” I said, “you cannot simply say So I believe and then make an exception for no 

reason. If I am brutish because of my swarthy skin, then Minerva is a brute because one of her 

ancestors had swarthy skin.” 

 “But I am making an exception for Mama here, and for Minerva. I just am. One look at 

either, and you see nothing that looks like the animals we keep as slaves.” Israel was trying to 

sound reasonable. 

 “Quit forcing Israel to say something he’s not,” Minerva said to me. “He’s entitled to his 

opinions without us pouring disapproval on him.” She looked at the rest of us. “So, Israel doesn’t 

have everything figured out. Well, none of the rest of us do, either. And it doesn’t matter.” She 

looked back at me. “Just leave him alone.” 

 “It does matter,” said Daniel. “Slavery is almost all that Congress talks about, leaving all 

other problems unsolved. War is coming, I’m sure. Not right away. But remember that the 

Southern states want slavery and will do anything, even secession, to keep it. Just like Georgia 

defied the federal troops who tried to keep them from plundering the Cherokees before the 

Removal. Those southerners would leave the Union at the drop of a hat, and then it would be 

war. 

 “I left my United States Army commission to marry Elizabeth. But an army man never 

leaves the reserve. If there is war, I will be called up to fight on the federal side against the 

secessionists. Against slavery. And, you, Son. Would you fight against me then?” 
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 “I don’t fancy being a soldier,” said Israel. 

 “I understand,” his father said. “Soldiering means discipline.” 

 “Stop it!” said Minerva. “I feel that Israel would rather stay home to take care of us than 

to run off to fight. You would, wouldn’t you, Lewis?” 

 I walked over and kissed Minerva. 

 “Neither of you may have a choice,” said Daniel. 
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Chapter 11 

 

 I was preparing to ride to Tahlequah. My sister Quaki had sent word that she was getting 

married to Franklin Brinsmade Boudinot, one of the sons of the famous Cherokee leader Elias 

Boudinot, the one who had been assassinated sixteen years earlier. I was going to the wedding. 

 Then Israel walked into the house. Blood dripped from his left hand, from which strips of 

flesh hung loose. His face was a mask of pain. Minerva ran to him. 

 “Don’t nobody say anything,” he spoke through tight lips. “Damn snapping turtle. I’m 

not such a good noodler after all, I guess. I know it now, and I don’t need anyone else to tell me 

what I already know.” 

 “Oh, you must really be in pain!” exclaimed Minerva. 

 Rachel screamed, to join in the fun. 

 “Yes,” said Israel tensely. “I am in very great pain. Your Cherokee warriors could bear 

pain, and I will too.” 

 “Minerva and I will take care of you,” said Elizabeth. “We have to get you cleaned and 

bandaged, and then get the doctor. Lewis, do you have some money to spare?” 

 “Some, I think,” I answered. 

 “My credit is good,” said Daniel. “We have to have the doctor come and get my son’s 

hand fixed up. Otherwise he’s going to be sitting around with a messed-up hand not able to work 

for the rest of his life. You know, infections lead to amputations.” 

 “Don’t scare him, Pa!” said Minerva. 

 “I can take the truth,” said Israel. “Well, let’s get this taken care of.” 

 “You can still go see your sister,” Elizabeth said to me. “We can handle this.” 

 “I can take his food out to him and check on his bandages,” said Minerva. 

 “To have such an angel visitation,” said Israel, quoting words he probably learned from 

me, “nearly makes the misfortune tolerable.” 
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Chapter 12 

 

 It had been less than a year since I had last seen my sister, but I was astonished at what a 

beautiful young woman she had turned into. She was high society in Tahlequah. My wedding 

present for her husband was a pair of boots I had made specifically for him. Nearly everyone at 

the wedding reception had much lighter skin than Quaki and I. Her Cherokee husband looked 

white. As I sat and listened to a fancy-dressed white woman sing a slow, maudlin song to piano 

accompaniment, I thought mostly of Minerva. I left Tahlequah early to get back to her sooner. 

 It was night when I rode up to the dark house. I let the horse out into the pasture and went 

quietly inside. Elizabeth and Daniel heard me. 

 “Lewis, is that you?” asked Daniel. 

 “Yes,” I said quietly, not wanting to awaken the children. 

 “Do you need any dinner?” asked Elizabeth. 

 “I’ve been eating a lot these last few days,” I said, patting my stomach. 

 I went to my room. Andrew was asleep in his little bed. Rachel was asleep in the crib. 

Our bed was empty. Minerva was not in the living room when I arrived. I looked around outside. 

I thought perhaps she was restless and was sitting in the swing. But she was not. Then I saw 

Minerva leaving the barn, barefoot and wearing only her loose dress. 

It was at this moment that I understood everything that was going on. I realized that my 

wife was having an affair with Israel Ward. 

I stood by the window, trying my best to contain my rage. Minerva entered the house and 

our room. She closed the door behind her. She turned around but did not yet see me standing in 

the shadows. She seemed very happy and threw her dress over her head playfully. Then she 

gasped when I stepped forward. 

 “Usquuh-ne, you’re back early.” 

 “I got lonely for you,” I said, trying to hide my wrath. “High society in Tahlequah is 

stuffy. This trip reminded me why I’m glad I left Claremore and came here to live with you.” I 

began to remove my clothes, a more complex procedure than usual since I had a tie and a collar 

and a vest. “Where were you?” I asked. 

 “Just out. It is a hot night. I couldn’t sleep.” 

“I saw you coming from the barn.” 

“I was walking around. I checked in on Israel, to see if he needed a change of bandage. 

But he was asleep.” 

Once I had all my clothes off, I told her to lay down on the bed. I picked up the cloth and 

moistened it in the bowl. 

“I think I just want to go to sleep,” she said, yawning. 

“I can massage you. You said you were having trouble sleeping.” She lay on her back, 

and I began to caress and wipe her torso. I could feel her muscles tense. “You don’t want me to 

wash you? I thought you always liked it.” 
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She sighed. “How about just my feet?” 

I obliged. I wiped each toe very clean from the animal uncleanness in the barn. When I 

got into bed beside her, she turned her back to me and acted like she was asleep, her knees bent. 

When I lay beside her, pressing myself against her, my thighs against hers, I felt her become 

tense again. 

Then she relaxed and began to lightly snore. 

I lay awake the entire night. I searched my memory. How long had this affair been going 

on? We had less intimacy for about the last month, but I assumed this was because I had told her 

that I did not want to make her pregnant again. Maybe she and Israel had begun having their 

affair about the time that I withheld myself from her? I wondered for a moment if I had been the 

cause of a hunger in Minerva that Israel was only too eager to fill. I agonized as I thought about 

this. 

Furthermore, suppose that I was mistaken? She could not be totally innocent, sneaking 

out of the barn in the manner I had seen her. But suppose that her affair with Israel was just 

playful and was not, to use the legal phrase, consummated? If I confronted Minerva about it—

something I was tempted to do that very moment—I would lose her, for whom I had given up 

everything. As it was, I might be able to convince her to come back to me. Many men would 

have considered her a no-good adulteress, but she was still, even yet, my goddess. 
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Chapter 13 

 

 Israel Ward could not noodle any more, nor was he in any shape to do any chores. He sat 

around in the kitchen a lot, talking with Minerva, while I was out working on the farm and taking 

care of the animals. 

 Late one afternoon, when I brought the cows into the barn, I sat on a bale of hay. I looked 

Minnie in the eye. Love is as strong as death, according to that book in the Bible, I whispered to 

her. But you don’t have to worry about love and death. 

 Minerva could not see me when she ran in and looked around in the barn. She turned and 

beckoned to Israel, who ran in behind her. I expected a look of lust upon both of their faces, but 

what I saw was a somber expression on Minerva’s face, and confusion on Israel’s. They quickly 

mounted the steps to the hay loft. Israel’s bed was behind some bales of hay, but I could hear 

them well enough as I approached the foot of the stairs. It would have been my right, some 

would say my responsibility, to climb the steps and confront them in flagrante delicto, as the 

books call it. But I hesitated, because what I heard was not the throes of pleasure but the low 

voices of serious conversation. I wanted to hear what they were talking about, but they would 

have heard my footsteps on the stairs. I decided that I would confront Minerva that night with 

what I knew. I walked back toward the house. At dinner, Israel was uncharacteristically quiet, 

and Minerva devoted all of her attention to our children. 

 That night Minerva burst into our bedroom and quickly closed the door. She hooked me 

with her eyes and gave me a sly smile. She started kissing me and tearing off her clothes. When 

only her dress remained, she looked at me. 

 “Why are you just standing there?” she asked me. 

 “What change has come over you?” I asked in return. “Why are you so suddenly 

ravenous for me?” 

She flung her dress over her head. “Don’t you want me?” 

“Always,” I said. “But I’m trying to keep from making you pregnant. You seemed to 

accept this, until right now. Please, tell me what is going on,” I said, unbuttoning my shirt. 

 She whispered into my ear. “I just realized that, well, if we want another child, we had 

better get started. Besides, I’ve missed having you inside of me.” 

 “Minerva, I’m grateful, but...” She could not know how much I wanted her. “You said 

that you did not want to be burdened by another pregnancy quite so soon. Besides, what’s the 

hurry? You’re only twenty-five.” 

 She bounced onto the bed, which creaked with her weight. The ropes needed tightening. 

She spread her arms and legs in welcome. 

 “None of us knows what tomorrow may bring,” she said. Her carnal enthusiasm for me 

convinced me she could not be in love with Israel. I assumed that their affair had just ended, and 

that we could resume a normal marriage. 
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 “That’s true enough,” I said. “But I thought we agreed that, for the time being, I would 

caress you, wash you, and massage you, and do whatever you might fancy—anything, so long as 

it did not make you pregnant. Isn’t that good enough for now?” 

 “Those aren’t the same as true sexual consummation,” she said, rising and whispering 

into my ear. “Men. You need to shoot your cannons once in a while. Caresses just won’t do it.” 

 “That’s true enough,” I said again. 

 “And you don’t want to spill your seed, like Abraham.” 

 “I don’t think it was Abraham. Look,” I spoke into her ear. “Our secret, yes? If there is a 

God watching, well, he made us this way. God won’t mind if, after I give you pleasure, you can 

help me spill my seed. What do you say?” 

 “I want you inside of me,” she said with intense groans. 

 “Minerva, I made up my mind already. I’ll do everything else, anything else, for you, 

except that. And, a little later, that.” I was completely in a state of nature now. She pulled on me 

and I exploded. “This will work just fine,” I said as I grabbed the wet rag and cleaned up my 

spill. “Now I can enter you, for a couple of moments at any rate.” 

 She turned onto her side and began sobbing. 

 For several nights in a row, Minerva threw herself at me and tried to make me enter her. I 

touched her in lots of different ways, but she rejected all of them. All of them, except washing 

her feet. The middle of one of those nights, I awoke, realizing that I was having an erection. 

Minerva noticed it also. She slowly started to turn over and position herself over me. She began 

to carefully guide me into her. I quickly turned her under me. Before I had even straddled her, I 

exploded and started laughing. I came down on her to kiss her, but she pushed me away, turned 

on her side, and wept loudly. 

 After dinner one evening, Israel and I stood outside alone as he rolled a cigarette. This 

was not an easy thing to do with one hand and a couple of fingers of the other. 

 “Where did you get tobacco?” I asked. 

 “In town,” he said. Before I could speak again, he looked into the sunset and said, 

“Someday, I’m going to have to move on. I can’t stay. I mean, if I’m ever going to start a family. 

I’m about your age. Here you’ve already got two kids.” 

 “You’re still young, Israel,” I said. “Plenty of time. And you’re not a bad-looking man. 

Why don’t you go seek your fortune somewhere? You’ll find a nice girl.” 

 He sighed and took one last drag on his cigarette. “Easy for you to say. Every night you 

get to go to bed with Minerva. She must be one powerful desirable woman. Sun’s going down. 

You prolly want to get to her now.” I thought it strange for this man, who had once put me down 

in the sight of my own wife, and who must have had carnal relations with her, was now urging 

me to take her to bed.  

 The next morning, as we washed, she stared at me in anger. We had discontinued our 

earlier, blissful routine of washing one another in the morning. She also stopped using her rose 

oil. 

 “Why do you hate me?” she muttered as she washed what was left of me off her body. 
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 “Minerva! How many times do I have to tell you? I love you as I love my own life, as 

much as our children, as much as the children we will have once...” Rachel began to cry in the 

crib. “...once you have had a little more time to recover from the last two. I love you as I love the 

sunrise, the sunset, the meadowlark, the prairie wildflowers. As much as I love God.” 

 “What makes you think...” She spoke close in my face. “...that you know when I have 

had enough time between children? That seems like something I should be the expert on.” 

Rachel kept crying. But Minerva closed her eyes, breathed slowly, and made a decision. “I am 

going to keep asking.” 

 “And someday the answer will be yes. I promise.” 

 I could tell from the loose frown of her mouth that she was profoundly unhappy. Still, she 

made sure that I saw everything about her body as she washed. 

 On another morning, she had two dresses hanging on the frame in the corner. Elizabeth 

had made another one for her. Naked in the morning sunlight, she strode over to them, turned to 

me, and smiled stiffly. “Which one should I wear today?” 

 “They are both beautiful,” I said. “It would be impossible for any dress to make you less 

than beautiful. If it were just us in the world, like Adam and Eve, I would say you should wear 

neither. I like best what you wear at night.” We still slept naked even though, with the cooler 

weather, we needed a blanket. 

 “As always, I will be waiting for you,” she said sadly. She dressed and went to the 

kitchen. 
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Chapter 14 

 

 When I awoke one morning, about a month after Minerva started showering me with 

attention, I found that she had already left the room. I quickly washed and dressed. Winter was 

approaching, and I assumed I had overslept. The golden dawn comes later in the winter. I looked 

out into the trees. I had been so busy that I had not noticed the pageant of autumn colors, such as 

they are in Indian Territory. They did not match the brilliant colors of the Appalachian 

Mountains, according to people who remembered our old homeland in the east. 

 Minerva was in the kitchen. She wore her winter night dress and a bonnet. Elizabeth sat 

beside her, dressed in the same fashion. Both were silent, right at the time that Elizabeth would 

normally have been bustling with breakfast preparations. I stood, looking at them in confusion. 

Then Daniel walked in from milking the cows. 

 “Well, let’s get started,” he said. 

 Started? Started on what? I wondered, now in alarm. 

 Daniel continued. “Israel has left. I told him to go back to his mother. I also sent a letter 

by express courier to her, explaining the entire situation. It will arrive before he does, should he 

choose to go. For now, Israel is staying in Fort Gibson.” 

 “Minerva?” her mother prompted her. 

 Minerva did not look at me. She spoke into the tablecloth. “Lewis, I’m pregnant.” 

 I felt my way to a chair and sat in it, not taking my eyes off Minerva. 

 “I am deeply ashamed that my son has done this. He has taken advantage of our 

hospitality by seducing my wife’s daughter.” 

 “I was pretty sure that they were having physical relations,” I said. “But, it’s over now, 

right? Minerva made a mistake. We can...” 

 “It’s my fault,” said Minerva. 

 Tears began to rush to my eyes. My first thought was to say, Minerva, I will stay with you 

and raise the child as our own. 

 “It’s my fault,” she repeated. 

 Minerva, I love you and forgive you. I know that you have a good heart and... 

 I stopped myself from speaking. Good heart? I understood now why Minerva had been 

throwing her body, her beauty, her sexuality, at me for the past month. I understood now why 

she had been seducing her own husband. She wanted me to plant seed in her so that the 

pregnancy would appear to be my child rather than Israel’s. The child would have been very fair 

skinned, not dark like me, but it was the only thing she could think of doing. I smiled grimly. It 

was exactly the little trick that King David and Bathsheba had tried to pull on Bathsheba’s 

husband Uriah the Hittite, to make him think that the child was his. Uriah refused to come home 

to his wife’s bed, preferring to stay camped with the soldiers until the military campaigns were 

over and he could return home triumphant. I imagined a frantic Israel telling Minerva, Quick! 
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Have sex with your husband! That way he will think the most natural thought in the world, that it 

is his child. 

 “She has known since she missed her first cycle,” said Elizabeth. “Now she has missed 

two.” 

 I figured it was my turn to say something, but Minerva spoke instead. 

 “I hate to tell all of you this, but I am in love with Israel. I am going to go and join him in 

town. I can take Andrew. Rachel is too young to live in the conditions that Israel and I will 

probably live in. And from there? Only God knows. Besides, Usquuh-ne,” she said, finally 

turning to me. “Usquuh-ne, I don’t deserve you.” 

 I finally spoke. “Minerva, the trust between us has been obliterated. But do not assume 

that I hate you. My heart has been broken...” 

 “Quit it, Usquuh-ne,” Minerva said fiercely. “Stop it with all the broken-heart shit. I’m a 

no-good woman and that’s the whole story.” 

 I stood and spoke clearly. “Minerva, I will not forget how we kept each other alive on the 

Trail Where We Wept.” 

 Daniel made me do all the daily chores, but he was beside me the whole time. He said 

that sitting and moping only weakened a man and made him unable to cope. I finished the work 

and walked back to the house. Soon I saw the sunset silhouette of Minerva and her father on a 

horse on the road to Fort Gibson. 
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Chapter 15 

 

 I thought that would be the end of it, except for the fact that Amelia could not understand 

where Minerva and Israel had gone. 

 But it was not the end. 

 Daniel and I had to go to Fort Gibson so I could sign the divorce papers. We also had 

business. Daniel was inside a shop, and I was standing outside on the military grounds. Across 

my field of vision walked Israel Ward. He saw me and turned to face me. He started to walk 

toward me. At first, I was simply going to wish him well and wish him gone. But with each step 

he took toward me, my anger grew. 

 Here was a man who took whatever he wanted. No surprise there. But whatever he took 

was simply a possession. That includes a woman. Whether my wife or not, a woman is not a 

possession. 

 He kept walking. 

 A woman is not a possession. She is a partner. 

 He kept walking. 

 And this particular woman is a goddess. 

 He kept walking. 

 Or, was a goddess, before men began to degrade her. First, Devil-Horn, and then later, 

the man who kept walking toward me. 

 And he had proven himself sexually insatiable. He was probably fucking Minerva 

whenever he got a chance, even though she was pregnant. Even though her health was delicate. 

 He kept walking. He walked jauntily, like a man who had proven superior in sexual 

competition, like the man he thought he was. 

 He kept walking, a man who thought that darker people were animals, and who probably 

treated light-skinned Minerva like an animal too. Made her feel like the no-good woman that she 

claimed to be. 

 By the time he reached me, I was ready to tear him apart. He could tell this and stayed ten 

feet away. 

 I pointed at him and said loudly, “You stole my wife.” 

 “She chose me,” he said, firmly. 

 “You stole her right under her mother’s roof.” 

 “She chose to come with me. I did not steal her.” 

 “You pretended friendship with me even as you stole her.” 

 “She could see that I was the better man in the ways that really matter.” He looked 

around and smiled, expecting the cheers of the crowd that was gathering. But nobody was 

smiling. 

 I spoke with quiet intensity. “I demand satisfaction.” 

 “I accept,” he said calmly. 
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 A man I did not know called out, “You, Israel, in a duel? What a crock. You ain’t even 

got a pistol.” 

 “Yeah,” said another. “Don’t expect me to lend you one, neither.” Laughter. 

 “Bet he doesn’t either,” said the first man, pointing to me. 

 “Stop! Everyone stop!” said Daniel, striding toward us. “There will be no duel. I don’t 

have a pistol, and even if I did, I wouldn’t lend it to that no-good son of mine. There is but one 

way out of this challenge of honor.” 

 “And it is?” asked his son. 

 Daniel was panting when he reached us. “You all know that a war is coming.” 

 Israel, the crowd, and I all mumbled agreement. 

 “The real test of valor is to join the army. Either of you who refuses to do this has 

conceded a lack of honor. Sound fair?” 

 “Which army?” someone yelled. 

 The South had not yet seceded, so there was no Confederacy. But Israel called out, “If the 

damned abolitionists get power in the North, and the southern states have to fight for their rights, 

I will join them.” 

 Then I called out, “Slaves are human beings and deserve freedom.” I was ready to begin a 

veritable sermon about human dignity, but the crowd was clearly against me on this. 

 Daniel raised his hands. “It is decided, then. The honor of these two men depends on their 

acceptance of this challenge. Now, everybody get back to work!” 

 “I hope I get a chance to kill you on the field of war,” Israel called to me. 

 “If so, it will at least be in legitimate combat,” I responded. 
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Chapter 16 

 

 And that is exactly what happened. Before the War started, Daniel was called back to 

duty in the United States Army. I joined the Union forces under General Montgomery up in 

Kansas, along with several hundred other Cherokees. A lot of Cherokees chose the Confederate 

Army, led in Indian Territory by General Stand Watie, a full blood Cherokee. Chief John Ross 

spent the war up north, where he frequently visited President Lincoln and assured him that the 

true heart of the Cherokees was with the Union forces. Israel joined the Rebel army, I do not 

know where. 

 After Daniel, Israel, and I left, Minerva, Rachel, and the new child, William Whitfield 

Ward, went to live with Elizabeth. 

 Union Major Daniel Ward was killed in action. Confederate private Israel J. Ward ran 

into the line of fire while drunk and was killed. 
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Part eight: Asa Gray 
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Chapter 1 

 

 I can see why Washington Irving hated the forests of Indian Territory so much. I hated 

them, too. But I had a reason to be there. I was in charge of collecting plant specimens for 

Harvard University. And I had another reason also. I was helping slaves to escape from the 

Confederacy. 

When the late Washington Irving visited Indian Territory in 1832, he was thrilled to see 

virgin wilderness, which had been cut down and plowed up in most of the United States. As long 

as he was riding in a wagon across smooth prairies, he was happy. But as soon as he had to pass 

through the Cross Timbers forests, his joy quickly turned to rage. The thorny vines tore his 

clothes. His cape became so entangled in the briars that he chose to leave it behind. He called it 

“a dismal series of rugged forests.” He grumbled about the “mortal toil and the vexations of flesh 

and spirit.” The forests, he said, seemed to be made of cast iron. 

 How right he was. The dominant tree was the post oak, Quercus stellata. It is short and 

strong, and its roots cling tightly to the rocks in the dry soil. Vines entangled the tree branches 

and made the forest nearly impenetrable: Virginia creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia), grapes 

such as Vitis rotundifolia, and everyone’s favorite, poison ivy (Rhus radicans). The two species 

of greenbriar, Smilax rotundifolia and S. bona-nox, formed thick ropes that I had to hack with my 

knife. Their thorns left deep scratches in my skin. I found that pouring spirits on the scratches 

brings some relief, and I told everybody that was the reason I carried whiskey bottles in my 

saddlebags. 

I explored these forests for whole days without finding anything that I had not already 

seen. Occasionally, I encountered some surprises. I have never seen new species, but several 

times I have found them growing far west of their previously documented ranges. To a botanist, 

finding a range extension for a species, to fill in a new area of its map, is almost as important as 

finding a new species. The mustang grape, Vitis mustangensis, was earlier found only in the 

forests of the deep South until I found it just over the border from Arkansas. When I was on a 

hillside near a bog, I found a little grove of the rare bluejack oak (Quercus incana), which other 

botanists had mostly found in Florida. When I went down to the bog itself, I found some 

beautiful and delicate Hottonia inflata, little primroses that float in the water. Their stems were 

actually inflated like balloons, and their leaves were like wet feathers absorbing nutriment from 

the water. I’d seen them often in the East, but nobody previously knew they grew in the west. 

Earlier botanists, such as Michaux and Berlandier, had visited Texas, but Indian Territory 

was largely unexamined. From what I found in my botanical forays, I knew I would get several 

academic papers. I could imagine the titles, such as “Discovery of Hottonia inflata (Elliott) 

(Primulaceæ) in the Indian Territory of North America.” Everyone would want to read that. But I 

could not help wondering, as I wiped away sweat and dust, whether my time might be better 

spent back in Cambridge. People like Ralph Waldo Emerson stayed home in their armchairs and 

wrote essays about what they thought nature was like. But it was up to people like me to crawl 
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through the brush and find things. Emerson got rich from his books while I had a small Harvard 

faculty stipend. 

The most important reason I shifted my botanical explorations from the east to the west 

was the War of the Confederate Rebellion. They would arrest a Yankee botanist in the 

Confederacy as a spy. I much regretted being unable to explore the mountains and hollows of the 

southern states. The southern region of what was now the United States had been a famous 

destination for botanists ever since the elder and younger Bartrams explored Cherokee territory a 

half century earlier. Not only were there rare plants—such as the Franklinia alatamaha bush, a 

member of the Theaceæ, relative of tea and camellia, which was known from only a small river 

valley in Alabama, and which had apparently vanished; and the Torreya taxifolia, a relative of 

yew, named after Torrey, my mentor—but whole mountainsides and coves thick with 

rhododendrons, Halesia silverbells, and Cladastrus yellowwoods. 

Indian Territory was officially on the Confederate side, but since it was not a state, I was 

fairly confident I could remain anonymous. So long as I didn’t get caught smuggling runaway 

slaves. 

My main professional goal was to expand botanical knowledge and teach it to my 

students. But my most important personal goal was to learn not just the roads but the hidden 

paths through Indian Territory so that I could help smuggle slaves out of Texas, Arkansas, and 

Louisiana into Kansas. From there, someone had to get them to Canada, since even in the north, 

where slavery was illegal, all Americans were required to detain and return runaway slaves. The 

Supreme Court Dred Scott decision. And now, the War has begun. Back a couple of decades ago, 

if a slave got into the North, he or she was probably safe. Not after Dred Scott. Now, it’s Canada 

or nothing. But my job was just to get them to Kansas. From there, the Grand Army of the 

Republic might help them get to Canada. Or not; the army was pretty busy. If I can get the slaves 

into Kansas, there is an army contingent in Baxter Springs where they could at least hide. 

At night, the slaves and I would be able to walk along the Military Road that crosses the 

Red River from Denison, Texas, into Durant, Indian Territory, then goes through Fort Washita in 

Choctaw land, up to Fort Gibson in Cherokee land. We had to stay away from Fort Gibson, 

because it was sometimes Union, sometimes Confederate, depending on the winds of war. We 

would need some place to hide in the daytime, or if someone discovered us at night. That was my 

responsibility. I kept extensive notes on the forests, the springs, and the fords that were away 

from the main road. One of my alternate routes was a military road that went up through 

Boswell, Indian Territory, along the bank of the Clear Boggy River. My maps were of miserable 

quality, but I was the only one who had any. 

Fort Washita was only a couple of dozen miles from the Texas border. Not yet having 

any reason to hide, I rode right into the fort along the road that had taken hundreds of people 

over the Boggy Depot and Nail’s Crossing by the southern route to California during the Gold 

Rush. Once the soldiers found out that I was a famous botanist, the commander, General Stand 

Watie, came out to meet me. 
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“A scientist!” said the general. I was surprised to find that he appeared to be a full-blood 

Indian. “What with the war going on, this is not an entirely safe place for you to go hunting for 

plants.” 

“Botanists are accustomed to inconvenience, discomfort, and danger,” I said. 

“Circumstances being as they are, I regret that I must ask you for some evidence of your 

identity,” the general said cordially. 

I pulled a copy of my Elements of Botany from my saddlebags. My picture was on the 

frontispiece. 

“Which university?” he asked. 

“University of Virginia,” I said. “Founded by Thomas Jefferson, who was something of a 

scientist himself.” I still had a little trouble lying—the cardinal sin among scientists—but I was 

getting better at it the more slaves I smuggled. 

General Watie looked at the picture and seemed satisfied. He did not read the fine print 

on the title page that identified me as a Yankee. 

“Well, well,” said the general. “You are no ordinary traveler. I believe we can find room 

for you in my cabin.” 

“I am much obliged,” I said. “I have spent many nights out in the forest, with its 

numerous biting insects, especially chiggers and mosquitoes. And spiders.” 

“We can’t keep out the spiders,” said Watie, “but you can get away from the chiggers for 

a night or two. How long are you staying?” 

“Just one night,” I answered. 

“Ever try whiskey for the chiggers?” smiled Watie. 

“Inside or outside?” I smiled back. “I never travel without it.” 

“We can eat at the tavern in Hatsboro,” said the general. This was the little town just 

outside the wooden palisades of the fort. “First, let me show you around.” 

All of the buildings, including the two-story bunkhouse for the soldiers, were built from 

hard red limestone that looked like it was filled with little white rocks. I looked at them closely 

and saw that they were not rocks but were actually fossils of some kind of mollusk. I pointed this 

out to the general. 

“Never noticed that before,” said Watie. “Interesting. They must have piled up during 

Noah’s Flood.” 

“Actually,” I could not stop myself from saying, “it has been over a half century since 

James Hutton proved that the layers of rock in the Earth’s crust were formed over the course of, 

perhaps, millions of years.” 

“Is that what they teach at the eastern universities?” 

“Yes,” I said. 

“Well, out here in Indian Territory, we believe the Bible. The Bible now, the Bible 

forever, here in Indian Territory.” 

It was sunset. From where we stood, beside the bunkhouse, we looked out over the vast 

prairies, dotted with a few sparse post oaks and Osage orange trees, also known as bois-d’arcs. 
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“What was the purpose for which Fort Washita was built?” I asked its commander. 

“You’ve heard of the Indian Removal Act?” Watie asked me. 

“I have,” I said. “About 1830?” 

“Exactly 1830,” said Watie. “President Jackson, of sacred memory, knew that the only 

way for the Five Civilized Tribes to survive was to move out west. And he generously provided 

us with a place where we could make our new home, safe from the encroachment by white 

settlers.” 

We walked to the tavern in Hatsboro and seated ourselves at a table. The proprietor 

dropped what he was doing and hurried over to take our orders. The choice was bacon with 

cornbread, or salt beef with cornbread. I had one, Watie had the other. 

“We forgot to ask for whiskey,” I said. 

“Nobody ever asks for whiskey,” said the general. “They always bring it.” 

As we ate, I resumed our earlier discussion. “Indian Territory is the new home of the Five 

Civilized Tribes,” I prompted. 

“Right here, the Chickasaw and Choctaw lands meet. I, however, am Cherokee. Cherokee 

land is in the northeast part of the territory.” 

I knew this already, since Fort Gibson was my destination. 

“I’m still a little unclear,” I said, “with regard to the purpose of Fort Washita.” 

“Originally,” said Watie, pulling apart a tough piece of beef with a fork and knife, “the 

purpose of the fort was to protect the newly-arrived Choctaws and Chickasaws from the Indians 

who already lived here, such as the Caddo and the Comanche.” 

“That must have been expensive,” I said. 

“It was,” answered the general. 

“The way I heard it,” I said, “was that the expropriation of Cherokee and other Indian 

land would be so profitable that it would pay for all the expenses of relocating the Indians and 

giving them money to get started with their new lives here in Indian Territory.” 

“It did, I believe,” said the general between bites. 

“Did this include the cost of building the forts?” I asked. “Remember that the state of 

Georgia, not the federal government, was the principal beneficiary of the expropriation of 

Cherokee lands. And on top of that, the federal government had to build these forts. Not just 

Washita, but Fort Gibson, too.” 

“And Fort Holmes,” said the general. 

“Holmes?” 

“Up on the Canadian River, at the boundary with Muskogee land. High on a hilltop. It 

was Camp Holmes before. It was abandoned after only a year.” 

“Were the costs of all these forts calculated into the supposed profit that the federal 

government got for driving the Indians from their homeland? Sounds like this President Jackson, 

of sacred memory, threw away a lot of federal money and had nothing to show for it except 

displaced Indians.” 
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“I have nothing to say one way or the other about the Union government, against which 

we are at war.” The general did not look into my eyes. I thought I might have offended him. 

I decided not to pursue the topic any further, when Watie said, “I’m supposed to be 

dead.” 

“Sir?” I asked. 

“Well, I was one of the Cherokee leaders who signed the Treaty of New Echota in 1835. 

This was the treaty in which the Cherokees agreed to vacate our eastern lands and move west. 

The only problem was that most of the Cherokees were not willing to do this. That is, we 

members of the Treaty Party did not actually represent the opinions of most Cherokees. But we 

did what was best!” Watie raised his voice and pounded his fists into the tabletop. He gripped a 

fork in one fist and a knife in the other. People got quiet and listened to us. “That John Ross, the 

man who used to be principal chief of our tribe! He deluded the people into thinking that if we 

just stayed on our land the federal troops would be unable to evict us. It would have been much 

better if the people had followed our Party rather than John Ross. We Treaty Party Cherokees 

came to Indian Territory in 1836.” 

“When did the rest of the tribe come?” 

“In 1839,” said Watie. 

“When they arrived, I take it, they found the best land already taken by the people in your 

party.” 

“The new arrivals did pretty well for themselves,” said Watie, calming back down. “John 

Ross had a big mansion up in Park Hill, by Tahlequah, even though he was in the last group to 

emigrate.” 

“Had?” 

“The mansion just got burned,” said Watie. 

“Who burned it?” 

“I did,” Watie said quietly. 

“Where is Ross now?” 

 “Up north. Not in the Territory.” 

“You started to say that you are supposed to be dead,” I reminded the general. 

“After the opponents of relocation arrived, in 1839, they believed themselves personally 

responsible for carrying out the punishment prescribed by the Cherokee Constitution against 

anyone who would sell Cherokee land to whites. That punishment is death. They took the law, 

established by a Cherokee Constitution that had by that time ceased to be legal, into their own 

hands and killed most of the people who signed the Treaty. Major Ridge, John Ridge, and Elias 

Boudinot, whose original name was Buck Watie.” 

“He must have been your brother!” 

“You are correct. I escaped because I happened not to be home when the assassins 

arrived. You see, every moment of life that I now enjoy is a blessing from God.” 

“Who is the chief now?” I asked. 
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“We are divided into Northern and Southern factions,” said the General. This was the 

first time I had heard that there were Union Cherokees. My hopes lifted when I considered that 

maybe I and my few anti-slavery contacts were not alone in Indian Territory. “In the absence of 

Ross, Lewis Downing leads the Northern faction.” 

“And the Southern?” 

Watie smiled quietly. 

“So, I am speaking not just to a famous general but to the chief of at least part of the 

tribe,” I said. 

“I am an important person to know,” said Watie, realizing that he had just won our little 

repartee. 

“Indeed,” I said. “Well, General, I would be most obliged if you could tell your 

Confederate Cherokees that, if a certain botanist should happen to appear in Cherokee territory—

I am heading to Fort Gibson—he is a man who has passed your inspection.” I turned the 

conversation around to my advantage. What I lost in debate I gained in protection, or at least I so 

hoped. 

“It is now dark, and the troops will be up and drilling at dawn,” said the general. “I have 

ordered your room prepared. Fresh water from the Washita River, and clean towels. And the best 

soap in this whole region. We put sumac berries in it.” 

“That would give it a faint lemon scent,” I answered. 

“My ancestors knew that a long time before you white botanists,” said the general. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 I led my first group of slaves north soon thereafter. I met them when they got off crude 

rafts that crossed the Red River from Texas. They trusted me silently. We traveled along the 

military road when we could, at night, but I hid them during the day, and sometimes at night, too, 

when there were other people on the road. One of the younger boys went ahead, not far enough 

ahead to get lost, to listen for other people. 

 We had gone only a dozen miles north of Durant when I heard dogs. One always hears 

dogs in Indian Territory, but not this many. I immediately assumed they might be slave hunters. 

Slave hunters using dog packs were common in the Confederacy, but I had been assured they 

were rare in Indian Territory. Rare, but not entirely absent. It was time for us to leave the road. 

The dogs would find us unless we crossed a river. 

I took my group westward, away from the Confederacy. The woods were thick and 

inhabitants few out this direction. The dogs did not pursue us. Perhaps they never had pursued us 

but were just somebody’s dogs. Not being near any road, we passed slowly through the woods 

during the daytime. There were so many thorns and fallen trunks that daytime was the only time 

we could travel. 

 The slaves were miserable. They could see I was, too, except I rode on a horse. I did the 

best I could to cheer them up. The only way a botanist can lift people’s spirits is to tell them 

about plants. I told them that bur oaks grew mostly in the creek bottoms, while post oaks grew on 

the hills. I could not tell whether they appreciated my efforts to cheer them. 

One of the most pitiful slaves was a young pregnant woman. Hardly older or larger than a 

girl, she always had a vacant look on her face and did not notice where she was going. She 

frequently slipped and got tangled in thorny vines and brambles. Everyone had scratches, but she 

had more than anyone else. Against her dark skin, the scratches were hard to see. I looked 

closely, and my medical training alerted me to the problem. Her scratches were infected. I put a 

little whiskey on the cuts, but as we continued, the infection spread. She also limped from 

injuries to her ankle, and a young man carried her part of the way. 

We got to a forest that had recently burned. The briars were especially bad here. But it 

was here that I saw a big patch of pokeweed. Phytolacca americana has big, juicy leaves and 

huge, hollow stems. It looked like a Chinese rocket in a fireworks display. The last of the little 

white flowers were falling, and the globular fruits were still green. We needed to stop and rest, so 

I told them all about this plant. 

“It is a beautiful plant,” I said. “But it is very poisonous. No matter how hungry you get, 

don’t eat this plant.” I did not explain that the poison was acid of oxalate, with physiological 

effects that were numerous and incompletely known. 

The young woman showed interest in the pokeweeds. She fondled the leaves. 

“They are beautiful plants, aren’t they?” I said, sitting beside her. 
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Her response had nothing to do with what I said. She spilled out her story. “I was in love 

with this young slave man. He love me too. Name was Neb. We knew that massah might sell one 

of us to someone else, but we couldn’t help it. I was not expecting what happen next.” 

She swallowed, still looking straight ahead, then continued her story. “Massah’s son, he 

get mad one day and decide to beat Neb to death. I don’t know why, he’d already started when I 

get there. He beat Neb so bad, he on the floor and can’t get up. I knew he was gone for sure. I 

thought my heart was broke. Then massah came in. He ignore Neb lying there on the floor dying. 

What massah say to his son, right then, I ain’t never going to forget. Massah threatened to 

disinherit his son. I think that’s the word. Called him a no-good son. He say, Do you have any 

idea, any idea at all, how much a slave cost? Maybe I should just make you work in the field to 

make up for the work that slave woulda done. Huh? What you think about that? You gotta learn 

some respect for the property of others. A wheel turns smoothly if you grease it; and a slave 

works well if you treat it good. Damn you, you wouldn’t do that to a horse, would you?” 

“Just remember,” I whispered to the woman, “that you and your baby are going to be 

free.” 

“My baby,” she said. “It ain’t Neb’s. It massah’s. He ram me up against a wall out in the 

shed, he did. 

 “And that not all he did,” she continued. She beckoned me to follow her behind a rock 

and behind some viburnum bushes with shiny reddish leaves. She looked around, ducked, and 

drew me down with her. At first, I wondered if she was going to ask me to have carnal relations 

with her, under the cynical but justified assumption that men would be more likely to help her if 

she offered herself to them. She turned so that a bit of sunlight shone in the vicinity of where her 

abdomen would be. Then she hiked up her dress and revealed her body to me. She pointed to a 

scar. 

 “He take a hot iron and he brand me.” She moved her dress back into place as I shot to 

my feet in horror. 

 “My dear young woman,” I said, crouching back down. I put my hand on her shoulder 

and looked into her eyes. “How could anyone be so vicious as to do something like that, 

especially to such a gentle soul as you?” She said nothing, and I stood up again, guiding her 

gently to her feet. I finally thought of something encouraging to say to her. “By the time your 

baby comes, surely by then you will be a free woman. And your baby will be born free.” 

“I can’t make it,” she said. “I try, but I just holdin’ the rest of you back, what with this 

limp and all. And tryin’ to walk all the way to Kansas with this baby. It be better if I was dead. 

The baby too.” 

“You are so wrong,” I said. “Look how far you’ve come. And you don’t have to make it 

by yourself. We will all make it together.” 

“I swear, the next cliff I see, I gonna throw myself right off it.” 

“Cliff? Where will you find one? There aren’t very many cliffs in Indian Territory.” 
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She pulled me back behind the bush. She drew her face close to mine. “’xcept for Neb, 

you the only man who not treated me like an animal, or worse,” she said, and kissed me. “I’ll 

stay alive, for you.” 

I noticed how beautiful her face was and the texture of her skin. She kissed me again and 

tasted my tears. I touched her shoulder and was tempted, God help me, to take her further into 

the bushes. But I remembered my mission. I wasn’t worried about moral propriety right then. But 

I knew that indulging in the flesh would disrupt or even destroy my ability to guide these slaves 

to safety. 

“I’m Miriam,” she said when we caught our breath. 

“Then think of me as your brother, Moses,” I said, panting. “I cannot be your man. Just 

keep on your journey to the promised land, and you will not only be free but I am sure you will 

find a good man.” 

The vacant look returned to her eyes. 

I left her, having run out of comforting things to say. A professor almost never runs out 

of things to say, but I did. 

I listened and heard a kind of soughing sound that I assumed was the susurrus of the wind 

in the leaves. But I could feel no wind. The sound was constant, which wind is not. I realized it 

must be a river. But even this seemed odd. Most of the creeks and rivers in Indian Territory are 

slow and muddy. Two of the rivers we usually crossed were the Muddy Boggy and the Clear 

Boggy. The Clear Boggy was muddy, so one can easily guess what the Muddy Boggy was like. 

These rivers and creeks are silent. Could I be hearing whitewater? Like the rivers I had seen in 

Vermont, or that my late friend Henry David Thoreau had seen in Maine? As delusional as this 

seemed, I could think of no other explanation. We had strayed far from the map I made. 

Sunset was near and I decided we should camp. I questioned and re-questioned my 

decision since I was not really certain where we were. We always took extra food on these 

journeys, but even these supplies could run out if I got too far off track. 

I knelt to pray. I was and remain a very strong Christian. I never talked to people very 

much about doctrines, because for me the most important part of faith was to join in what I 

considered to be the work of the Lord and help make the world better. I considered every little 

plant to be the work of God, even though my friend Charles Darwin in England says they 

descended with modification from earlier plants. Work of God, either way, I wrote back to him 

when he sent me a manuscript to confidentially review. He was worried the clergyman-scientists 

in England would revile him for his theory of transmutation. I said he was probably right but that 

I would not. Count on me, I said, to launch your theory in America. His book came out just 

before the American War between the States, so I did not have time to help Mr. Darwin. 

The most important way I practiced my faith, one that earned me some criticism, was that 

I taught Sunday school to black children in Boston. I taught them about the loving things that 

Jesus had done. Of course, I always started with Jesus saying during the Sermon on the Mount, 

Behold the lilies of the field...Even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed as one of these. 

Jesus teaching botany. What about the bloody parts of the Bible? I just skipped those. 
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The church I attended would not let me use their rooms to teach black children. The 

minister said that some of the children might be escaped slaves rather than legitimate freedmen. 

They insisted I look at written documentation for each child. My response to him was the closest 

I came to cursing in public. Jesus said, Suffer the little children to come to me, and that was 

exactly what I was going to continue doing. Fortunately, my house had a basement where we 

could meet. 

That evening, I did not pray in words. I felt compassion for the slaves and reminded 

myself that I was doing God’s work by helping them. At the same time, I wondered why God 

had permitted slavery to exist. I thought mostly about the young woman, limp and pregnant. The 

only succor that she received from God was me. Theologians have for centuries debated about 

why God permits suffering. They call this branch of Biblical studies theodicy. I never had time to 

study theodicy or any other kind of theology. Too many plants to discover. Too many people 

depending on me. 

 Then we heard the dogs again. This time there could be no doubt they were pursuing us. 

My black brothers and sisters had just started to unpack their burdens, but quickly repacked and 

headed toward the last light of the west. After thinking for a moment, I smiled. A whitewater 

river is probably a relatively shallow one, and it would wash away our scent. If we could cross 

the river and hide, the dogs would be unable to find us. I realized later this reasoning was full of 

flaws, but it filled my mind with hope right then.  

 I stopped for a moment to kneel and pray once more. When I looked up, I could no longer 

see any sunset light. I had no idea which way was west. It was too dark to read my compass, 

which was cracked and fogged anyway, and there were just enough clouds that I could not 

recognize constellations. I felt like crying out, like Jesus on the cross, My God, My God, why 

hast Thou forsaken me? 

 Then the hand of a slave, one that must have stayed behind to help me, touched mine and 

drew me through the worst brambles I ever experienced. And there was the river. 

 The river was at least a quarter of a mile wide. Its white water, barely visible in the sliver 

of moonlight that found its way through the clouds, ran to the left, which was south. The hand 

drew me into the riffles, and I had to simply trust the invisible God to keep my notes and 

specimens dry inside a leather pouch. I fell on the rocks, but the hand drew me onward. This 

hand of a slave was the hand of God. 

 We sat exhausted on the far bank. I heard the sounds of the other slaves all around me. 

We heard the dogs approach where we had been. They could smell the scent we had left and 

were very excited. Then they veered off in another direction. 

Once we heard no noise on the bank from which we had come, we dared to slip back out 

into the fresh and living water and hand around a bar of soap. Dark naked men and women were 

invisible except as wraiths against the slight gloaming of the white water. Separate from the 

others, I rolled off my clothes and bathed with what was left of General Stand Watie’s sumac 

soap. Oh, if that iniquitous Confederate knew what kind of man was using his soap! 
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 When the sun rose, we were all sleeping in the undergrowth. Everyone seemed happy 

except for one or two little things. 

First, we did not know where we were. The river was so large it had to be the Blue River. 

If we went south, we would find the Chickasaw town of Tishomingo. South was the wrong 

direction, but we might be able to reach it before we ran out of food. I could buy more, and could 

find a road, I did not know its name, that would intersect the military road. 

Second, Miriam’s infection had worsened. 

 I went down to the river to pray again. Show me what to do, Lord, I begged. I looked up 

into the sky, expecting an answer there. Instead I saw the branch of a bush. The spatulate leaves, 

the claw-shaped buds, the reddish stems all reminded me of an alder. But this was not the Alnus 

serrulata species of alder I had seen in wetlands throughout eastern North America. This one had 

narrower leaves and bigger green cones. The answer that flashed into my mind seemed 

incredible to me. It looked like the seaside alder, Alnus maritima, discovered a century earlier on 

the Delmarva Peninsula east of Chesapeake Bay. How could this be a seaside alder, eight 

hundred miles out of place? 

 But it did not matter. One species of alder or another, I did not care. I knew that alder 

bark had medicinal properties. Which properties? I did not know. All I knew was that I should 

get out my little mortar and pestle, which even a doctor who no longer practices always has with 

him, and grind some twigs in whiskey. I asked that Miriam be brought to me. I bathed her 

infection in the tincture and wrapped it in one of my last bandages. 

 I felt an exhilaration of relief and prayed again. I was certain that God would now heal 

Miriam, through his blessed creation, the alder bush. The slaves seemed to share my happiness. 

We were wary of the opposite bank, in which men might have hidden, but dogs would certainly 

have barked if the hunters were still there. When I rose from prayer, I turned and saw Miriam a 

hundred or so feet away from me. 

 Miriam found one of the pokeberry plants that she had so much admired. She smiled and 

stroked its leaves. Then she tore the raceme of flowers and young fruits off of the top of the plant 

and brought it to her mouth. Was she planning to eat it? Had she forgotten that it was poisonous? 

 “No, Miriam!” I exclaimed. “It is poisonous!” 

 She looked straight at me, jammed the succulent green tissue into her mouth, and began 

to chew. I could tell from her look that death, to end her sorrows, is exactly what she intended. 

 I reached her, grabbed her face, thrust my lips to hers, and kissed her. I sucked the 

poisonous tissue from her mouth, spitting it out, over and over. Between kisses, I panted, “You 

will not kill yourself. Think of your baby.” 

 She pulled away. “So, is that all I am? A slave to my baby? Well, maybe the both of us 

will be better off dead.” She ran her tongue behind her gums, found something, and started 

chewing again. 

 I kissed her again and spat out what I hoped was the last of the pokeweed. 
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Chapter 3 

 

The slaves and I rejoined the military road. Miriam’s infection seemed to be healing. One 

of the young men helped her as she walked, still limping. She held her belly with her left hand 

and waved to me with her right, smiling like a shy little girl. 

I did not know everything about the military roads. I thought I knew where all the toll 

collection points were. But as we quietly walked under cover of darkness, the boy who ran ahead 

came back, reporting he smelled smoke. Everyone hunkered down to wait as the boy took me 

ahead just far enough to see smoke coming out of what appeared to be a stovepipe. I could barely 

see a red glow inside the pipe. The pipe emerged out of the ground, and I figured that somebody, 

perhaps the toll collector, lived in a cave, from which this stovepipe arose. If his fire had not 

been burning, we would have walked right past his cave and been caught. Instead, we went about 

a hundred feet on the other side of the road, through worse forests than before, and rejoined the 

military road later. 

At last, we arrived near Fort Gibson. All around the fort, the forests had been cleared as 

far as the eye could see. Unlike Fort Washita, surrounded by prairies, the area around Fort 

Gibson had previously been forested. Cattle grazed in pastures in which only the recalcitrant 

bois-d’arc trees, with the hardest wood I have ever seen, persisted. Not far outside of town, 

between the fort and Tahlequah, the forests remained largely intact. 

I had come to contact a certain Elizabeth Hilderbrand Pettit, now Ward. We had heard 

she was sympathetic to our cause, but I had to confirm this. I knew she had a small farm just 

outside of town, but I did not know which one it was. Nearly every ranch had fierce dogs that ran 

out and snapped at my horse’s legs. Fortunately, they were territorial, and did not keep following 

me when I went to the next farm. There was one ranch, with lime-coated clapboard walls, that 

had no dogs. I decided to approach and ask whoever was home where I could find Mrs. Ward. 

“I am she,” said a tall, thin woman with long, gray hair. Her dress was worn but well 

pressed. Her apron had stains from the tomatoes she had been canning. 

“Would I be able to have a word with you?” I asked as she continued wiping her hands 

on the apron. 

“I do not know what possible business you could have with me,” she answered. 

“I was given to understand that you might be expecting me,” I said. 

“Come in.” She turned and held the door open for me. “Close the door behind you to 

keep the flies out.” I noticed that flies were everywhere in Indian Territory. 

It was a relief to sit in a soft chair. Mrs. Ward got me cold water from a deep well. 

“How do you like my window screens?” she asked. “The latest from back east.” 

“It makes a big difference. Not many flies inside here.” 

“Well, Mr...” 

“Dr. Asa Gray, botanist from Harvard University.” 

Mrs. Ward evinced no surprise. Now I knew she was expecting me. 



Rice: Elizabeth’s Exile, © 2026, free download PDF 
 

190 
 

“I would be delighted if you could stay with us for dinner,” she said. “But first, tell me 

why you are here.” 

Though I was not sure how much she knew, I got immediately to the point. “Mrs. Ward, 

you have no doubt heard about the Railroad. The Underground Railroad.” 

“Back east,” she said. 

“Here,” I responded. “It follows the Military Road up into Kansas. I will be bringing as 

many groups of escaped slaves along that road as I can, until I have to return to Harvard. I have 

managed to postpone my teaching responsibilities until after the New Year.” I had now 

confessed enough to get me arrested, and I awaited her response. 

I was relieved when she said simply, “A lot of traffic on that road.” 

Right then a soldier walked into the room. I smiled. He wore blue. 

“My son, Private Franklin Pettit,” said Mrs. Ward. 

“I am between deployments,” he said. I shook hands with him. 

“My former son-in-law is also in the Union Army,” said Mrs. Ward. “His name is Private 

Lewis Hicks. And my husband, Colonel Daniel Ward.” 

“Son, son-in-law, and husband,” I said. “Anyone else?” 

“The children,” she said. “My daughter Amelia still lives with me, and most of my 

grandchildren. My daughter Minerva is somewhere, I am not sure where, with her fourth 

husband. Her third husband was a rash and stupid young man, a Confederate soldier who got 

drunk and ran out into Union fire and was killed. If all rebels were like him, this war would be 

over quickly.” 

Mrs. Ward served me, Franklin, Amelia, and the grandchildren a meal of salt pork and 

cornbread. “It’s the last of our pork,” she said. “I got it in town. We raise beef. I can’t stand those 

pigs. They’re filthy and rude. Now, cows, they just graze in the pasture and go wherever you tell 

them. Salt pork and cornbread, though, brings back memories. That’s almost all we had to eat on 

the Trail.” 

“You mean, the road that you took to emigrate to Indian Territory?” 

“Yes. We call it the Trail where We Wept.” 

“Did you have baked beans on the trail too?” I asked. Mrs. Ward had prepared a nice pot 

of them. Not as good as the ones we are proud of in Boston but satisfying enough. 

“No. I raised these. Say, Dr. Gray, why don’t you tell the kids something about plants.” 

“Well,” I thought. “My favorite ones are the carnivorous plants.” 

“I remember a little of my schooling back in Tennessee,” said Mrs. Ward. “Carnivorous 

has something to do with meat.” 

“Indeed,” I said. “These are plants that eat meat.” 

“What?” said Andrew. “You must be joking.” 

“Well, maybe not what you would think of as meat. They eat insects.” 

I kept them all entertained by telling them about the plants whose leaves ensnared insects. 

I was later to send a lot of information about them to Mr. Darwin, who would put them into his 

book dedicated to carnivorous plants. The Drosera sundew had flypaper leaves to which flies 
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stuck, then the leaves rolled up to digest the fly. The Sarracenia pitcher plant had leaves that 

formed a tank of what appeared to be water, but when a fly fell in, the sharp hairs all pointed 

down the fluid digested the fly. 

“I don’t know why it swallowed the fly,” I sang. “But it won’t die.” The children giggled 

uproariously. 

Strangest of all was the Dionæa, the Venus’ flytrap, whose leaves formed a spikey clamp 

that imprisoned the flies, which it then digested. I had traveled to bogs in Michigan to study the 

pitcher plants. But the others grew only in the bogs, underneath the dappled shade of loblolly 

pines, in the Confederate states. “Which is why I cannot study them anymore,” I concluded. 

Amelia washed the children and put them to bed. Amelia appeared to be deformed in 

some way, but she was always smiling, and would certainly help Mrs. Ward in her old, or older, 

age. Mrs. Ward came to the sitting room to talk further with me. I offered her and Franklin some 

of my whiskey. Franklin thanked me, but Mrs. Ward said, “I don’t generally partake. But 

somehow I get the feeling it might make me feel better after whatever it is you still want to say to 

me. Tell me more about this railroad.” 

I poured a little whiskey into three cups, one for each of us. “I know how to hide people 

in the woods,” I told her. “But what I cannot do is to provision them. We can spend a couple of 

nights out in the woods, but we eventually need a friendly house to allow us to renew our 

supplies. I hope that you might be able to do this.” 

Mrs. Ward was silent. 

“Furthermore, I need someone—you, if possible—as a backup in case I am prevented 

from continuing my work. And for after my return to Harvard. I realize this is dangerous.” I 

looked down at my hands. “It might be too much to ask for you even to shelter us. But we 

cannot, for obvious reasons, bring a wagonload of food with us. I realize it is against the law to 

help slaves escape. Of course, the law doesn’t matter much, while the war is going on. Law or no 

law, the citizens of the Union aren’t going to help Rebels get their slaves back. But it remains 

illegal.” 

“In the United States,” she said. “Here in Indian Territory, it depends on which faction 

you are in. We are a Union household, sir. I freed my slaves back before the Trail.” 

“I wish I could help,” said Private Pettit. “But I must soon return to my post.” He looked 

me in the eye. “I think you will find my mother a most able partner in this matter.” 
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Chapter 4 

 

Mrs. Ward, who was Mrs. Armstrong after her husband was killed in the war, was heroic. 

She was tireless and never complained when I took her on my next railroad run. I showed her the 

trails parallel to the military road. She even went along with the idea, which Mr. Armstrong 

found humorous, that she should dress like a man when guiding the slaves in order to escape 

notice. She had to do it by herself on the last trip before I returned to the east, because I was 

injured. Mr. Armstrong took me on his horse back down to the Red River where, via the 

Arkansas, Mississippi, and Ohio Rivers, I traveled back east by boat until I could make railroad 

connections to Massachusetts. 

I pressed my plant specimens, squished as they were, and put them in the herbarium. 

When I lectured to my students about the forests and grasslands of the west, they kept asking me 

about the most interesting things I had seen. I told them about the seaside alders on the Blue 

River, but I did not tell men about Miriam or about any of the other desperate people who may or 

may not have completed their odyssey. 
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Chapter 5 

 

 About 1870, I was at home in my study in Boston. My specimens and botanical notes 

were scattered about my office and lab at the university, but it was at home that I did all the 

writings that would eventually form my book Darwiniana. In this book, I defended not only 

Darwin’s theory, from a Christian viewpoint, but praised the gentle though relentless curiosity 

that made Darwin’s science so beautiful, which it would not have been in the biased minds of 

agnostics like Thomas Henry Huxley or atheists like Charles Bradlaugh or even Christians such 

as myself. In contrast to us, Darwin approached science with a childlike wonder and did not try 

to force it in any particular religious direction. 

 There was a knock at my door. When I answered it, I saw three people: a man, a woman, 

and a child. Most of my colleagues and neighbors would have said, three black people. But I 

recognized the man and woman before I consciously registered their color. 

 The man was well though not richly dressed, well groomed, and clean. He bowed slightly 

and extended his hand. “Dr. Gray? Perhaps I have the wrong house.” 

 I recognized him. Why did he not recognize me? Then I said, “Yes, I am Asa Gray. Now 

I really am gray. I grew the beard when my wife and I toured Egypt last year. Hardly anybody 

recognized me when I got back. They speculated that I had been mummified.” 

The man said, “Dr. Gray. Or, should I call you Brother Moses?” 

 I shook his hand with vigorous cheer as he told me his name, which was Victor. I then 

turned to the woman. I said only, “Miriam.” She was clean, and well but not richly dressed. I 

pressed her hand gently as she smiled. 

 The child had black features, brown skin, and blond hair. 

 “His name is Franklin,” said Miriam. “Named after one of the first abolitionists in North 

America.” 

  I bowed and shook the child’s uncertain hand. 

 “Say hello to Dr. Gray,” said Miriam. The boy did. 

 “He is my son, though not my seed,” said Victor. 

 My wife joined us at the door. I introduced my wife to the family I had rescued in Indian 

Territory. She knew most of the story, but I did not tell her that this was the woman I had kissed 

and had, for just a brief moment, considered taking into the bushes. We invited our guests into 

the parlor. I noticed a neighbor staring at us, presumably for letting black people in our front 

door rather than the kitchen door. 

 “Well, what are you doing these days, Victor?” I asked. “Did you make it to Canada?” 

 “No need for that,” said Victor. “A white family in Connecticut took me in. Now I’m an 

assistant barber, sir. I did some barbering back on the plantation. But now I get paid for it. A 

little.” 

 “Well, I guess you won’t be seeing much of me,” I said, fingering my beard. 
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 “Oh, yes you will,” said my wife. “I’ll bet Victor could make that beard look nice for a 

change.” 

 “I grew the beard in homage to Alfred Russel Wallace, my British colleague and fellow 

admirer of the abolitionist Charles Darwin,” I said. Wallace’s beard was bigger than mine. 

 “That’s no excuse for your beard to be as scraggly as his,” said my wife. 

 “If you are ever in Connecticut, look for me,” said Victor. “Of course, it’s a little far to go 

for a haircut.” 

 “But not too far to visit a friend,” I said. “Hartford is just a few railroad stops away. And, 

Miriam? What do you do, besides being a mother to Franklin?” 

 “I take in sewing,” she said. “And I learned to read.” She wanted to say more but began 

to choke on her words. She touched her husband’s arm. 

 “What we came to say, sir, is this. Is there any way we can repay you for what you did 

for us?” 

 “Yes,” I said. “You can keep doing the best work you can. Contribute to the economy. 

Make this occasionally great country stronger. That way I will know that my work, and the risks 

I took, were successful. The satisfaction of important work well done is the best pleasure a man 

my age can have and worth more than any physical reward. And keep in touch.” 

 My wife packed food for them. When they were ready to leave, I shook Victor’s hand 

and pressed Miriam’s hand in mine. I kissed Franklin lightly on the cheek. 

 Just as our new friends were leaving, I stopped Victor and asked him, “That night at the 

river. You remember that? I was lost. Somebody grabbed my hand and led me to the river. Was 

that you?” 

 Victor smiled but did not answer. When they were gone, I said to my wife, “Black and 

white created He them. And,” I added, thinking about Elizabeth Armstrong, “red.” 
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Part nine: Lewis Hicks 
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Chapter 1 

 

I was stationed with the Union Army just north of the Kansas border, in Baxter Springs. I 

spent that time in a blur. I was mainly thinking about Elizabeth on her homestead, where she 

lived after Daniel was killed. Renegade Cherokee Confederate units, under the loose control of 

Cherokee general Stand Watie, crisscrossed the countryside, terrorizing families and cities who 

had Union sympathies. I could only imagine that Elizabeth’s house was now a smoking pile of 

rubbish and that she, her daughter, and my grandchildren were hiding. 

Our regiment crossed and re-crossed the border, engaging in battles that we usually won 

but from which we quickly retreated, only to have to fight them again. In one battle, we had to 

cross the rain-flooded Cabin Creek. The thing I remember most vividly about this battle was that 

whites, Indians, and black freedmen fought side by side in our regiment. The Confederates had a 

lot of Cherokees in their ranks, but no black men. I think that the spirit of brotherhood was what 

made the difference. That, and the fact that the rebels let their powder get wet. Damn fools. 

My regiment stayed in Baxter Springs and waited for whatever would happen next. The 

weather in the summer of 1864 was very humid and hot, even by Kansas standards. Amazingly, I 

had kept my paper dry and my ink from spilling. 

One evening in June, the clouds parted, and a brilliant full moon shone through. I looked 

up into the face of the moon and wondered what kind of world it was, living or dead, hot or cold, 

dry or wet. Did people live on the moon? And if so, people like us, or entirely different? The 

moon looked dead and dry. No way to get there, and nothing to do there. But if there ever is a 

way to get there, white men will probably carve it up into surveyed plats and enslave the native 

peoples. 

The moonlight was bright enough that I could write. I had no one to write to, but I was 

filled with a longing for Minerva. I knew that the same moonlight that shone upon me also shone 

upon her, perhaps through an open window, tonight. The Minerva that I desired so strongly, 

though, was probably the Minerva of my memory, enhanced by my fantasy, rather than whatever 

she was now actually like. I wrote lines of fractured poetry I knew I would look back on and 

about which I would be embarrassed. I tried to remember the literature I read before I departed 

the Hicks household as a model for my own writing. 

 What I wrote was bad. But only when my pen was moving did the pain in my heart find 

even a moment’s relief. I must have been weeping, because my comrade, Ben Colder, saw me 

from across the drill field and walked over. A big black man, Ben was the only man darker than I 

in this regiment. 

 “Guess that moonlight is bright enough to write by,” he said. 

 “Yes, Ben, it is.” 

 “You’re crying. I understand.” 

 “No, you don’t.” 
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 “We all want to get back to our families,” said Ben. “God, my wife. We quarreled like a 

couple of i-rate o-possums when we were together, but God, I wish I could be with her now. And 

the children. I write to them, but I don’t know if they get the letters. Nothin’ comes back. You’re 

writin’ letters, I suppose?” 

 “No. I wrote to my ex-mother-in-law but never heard back. And I know she would write 

back to me if she got my letters.” 

 “Ex-mother-in-law? Don’t sound good. I take it you and your wife did not part on a 

kindly basis.” 

 “No, Ben, we didn’t.” 

 “Children?” 

 “Two. Then Minerva had an affair-de-cœur, and that’s the last I knew. The man was a 

no-good...” 

 “Of course, you would think so.” 

 “You would, too. You couldn’t trust his word, not one little bit. And he joined the 

rebels.” 

 “Get over it, my man. There’s other women out there, just waiting for a war hero like you 

to come marchin’ home.” 

 “I don’t think I can, Ben. If my little house is still standing outside Fort Gibson, I think 

I’ll just spend my days farming and taking care of the cattle. Any woman who might come along, 

I’d just compare her unfavorably with Minerva, and she wouldn’t like that one bit.” 

 “No, she wouldn’t. But, Lewis, maybe once you get to know another woman, she might 

drive all thoughts of this Minerva woman, who seemed to treat you like shit, out of your mind.” 

 “No, Ben. I think the only thing that will solve this is if we have another battle and I get 

shot.” 

 “Oh, that’s a bunch of hog-shit, Lewis. You get shot, you probably won’t get killed from 

it. You would linger away and die of infection, probably, less’n you survive the infection and be 

a cripple all your days. Listen, Lewis.” He crouched beside me and put his arm over my 

shoulder. “If we ever get out of this hellhole, I’m going to personally escort you to that ex-

mother-in-law of your’n, since we’re going to be mustered out of Fort Gibson, then I’ll head on 

home myself. Say, what is that you’re writin’?” 

 I showed it to him. “It’s pretty bad,” I said. 

 “Now, Lewis, you know I can’t read. You gotta read it to me.” 

 I did. 

 

O Moon, you are a galleon on wispy seas of clouds 

Unmoved by the stormy winds 

May a ray of your silvery light 

Shine upon one that I love, that she may know 

That someone loves her. The same light 
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Shines upon all of us. In my dreams 

I see her again, silent in the moonlight. 

Each morning, the sunlight brings hope 

But sunset brings new sorrows 

And at night, even your bright light, O Moon, 

Cannot assuage (?) my sadness... 

 

 “Where’d you learn to write like that?” 

 “I received a good education when I lived with a rich family in Claremore.” 

 “You left that? Let me guess. Minnie.” 

 “Minerva.” 

“Well, Lewis, I got to compliment your sense of judgment.” 

 “How’s that?” 

 “You’re right. That is some really bad poetry.” 
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Chapter 2 

 

 The next year, Ben was as good as his word. After we heard about Appomattox, we were 

mustered out and dismissed. Ben accompanied me as far as Elizabeth’s house. 

 “This ex-mother-in-law, she won’t mind a black man walkin’ up to her door with you, 

will she?” 

 I finally had something to smile about. “Ben, if there is one thing I’m sure of, it’s that she 

won’t mind at all.” 

 Ben stood behind me as Elizabeth answered the door of her miraculously unscathed 

house. During the War, she had shriveled a little, and her gray hair was now frazzled. She cried 

as she embraced me, then pulled away and looked at Ben. 

 “Any friend of Lewis is a friend of mine,” she said to him, wiping away tears with her 

fingers. “You got a place to go to?” 

 “Yes, Ma’am, I do.” 

 “Elizabeth, who else is here?” I asked. 

 “Andrew, Rachel, Frank, and Amelia. Your kids will be so glad to see you. And Robert, 

he’ll be back from town shortly.” 

 “Robert?” 

 “Come on in, Lewis, I’ll catch you up on everything.” 

 I turned to Ben and whispered, “Thanks, comrade.” 

 Ben whispered back, “I didn’t hear the name Minerva in that list. You know what that 

means. I guess you can get rid of that bad poetry now.” 

 

* 

 

 “You are probably wondering about Minerva,” Elizabeth said to me. 

 “Of course.” I looked down at my shoes as I sat on her finest chair. 

 “Well, when we heard back that Israel had gotten himself killed, she went and married 

John Journey, had his child, named him Frank. But she left him and took up with Jesse Russell, 

who went off and got killed in the War just like Israel. Now she is living with a man named 

Alfred Clark Raymond. I assume they are married. That’s number six, in case you lost count. She 

told me about the other marriages, all of which were at the judge’s bench, not church weddings. I 

haven’t talked with her since she took up with Alfred. They’re not far from here, but she doesn’t 

want to talk with me, or with anyone else for that matter. I worry about her.” 
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Chapter 3 

 

 I finished my new farmhouse, the one I had intended to share with Minerva. I had no 

interest in sharing it with any other woman. By about 1870, the kids, including Amelia, who was 

twenty-four, came over at least once a week to help me with the housework. Andrew stayed with 

me for long periods during plowing and harvest. 

 I was surprised, one day, to find Amelia coming on Elizabeth’s slow mule. She was wall-

eyed and a little clumsy and didn’t usually ride by herself. 

 She had come to tell me that Minerva died. Alfred, Minerva’s last husband, had sent the 

message to Elizabeth, and now Amelia carried it to me. 

 Minerva requested to have no funeral. A day or two later, we visited her fresh grave in 

the Cherokee cemetery at Fort Gibson. It was marked only by a small flat stone in which her 

name was shallowly etched. 

 

* 

 

 A year later, I decided to visit Alfred Clark Raymond, a man I had never met. I 

approached the house, a little log cabin. It was silent. I rapped on the door frame. I heard Alfred 

shuffling inside. He answered the door, shirt mis-buttoned and untucked. His pant cuffs were 

frayed and torn. I told him who I was. It was a cold day. He invited me inside and offered me a 

cup of the worst coffee I ever tasted.  

 “I should have come earlier,” I said. “I could have come before she died. I’ve been back 

from the war over five years.” 

 “It wouldn’t have done no good,” Alfred said into his crusty unwashed cup. “It’s prolly 

best that you remember her the way she was before. Here, I need to show you something.” He 

got up and went to a little desk and pulled some papers out of a drawer. I followed him. 

 They were sketches he had made. He had a natural talent for it. His birds looked like 

birds, trees like trees. He sketched a whole panorama of the fort. 

 He had a whole sheaf of sketches of Minerva. My heart almost stopped. Memories of her 

beauty had faded, but here she was, just like the moment I first saw her when I left the rich world 

of Nathan Hicks behind and rode down to Fort Gibson from Claremore. I had forgotten how wild 

her long hair could sometimes be. I began to tremble and looked away. 

 “You made her more beautiful than she was, perhaps?” I asked. 

 “No, I did not, and you know it.” 

 “I do.” 

 Then I looked again at the sketch, then at a couple of others. In each of them, her hair was 

tangled, and her dress was threadbare. When I pointed this out to Alfred, he said, “She stopped 

taking care of herself in the last couple of years. Stopped bathing. Never sewed new clothes. 

Stopped using that rose stuff she always liked. I still have some. You want it?” 
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 “I still have some too,” I answered. “Maybe Rachel would like it. She’s almost old 

enough to marry now.” 

 “Then you take it,” said Alfred. “Minerva and I, we enjoyed ourselves a lot the first 

couple of years. Then she started getting quiet. Complete change. She wouldn’t go outside much, 

and she never wanted to talk to anyone except me, and then not much.” He shuffled through the 

sketches. Minerva sitting at the desk. Minerva churning butter. Minerva on a horse. “The horse 

picture was an early one, before she stopped riding, too. 

 “Here’s my favorite,” Alfred said. It was just the front of Minerva’s face, her hair 

disappearing into darkness, in a little circle of candlelight. 

 “What happened to her?” 

 “Some kind of fever. The doctor didn’t know what to do about it. Minerva would have 

refused medicine anyway. It hit her kind of fast. She was delirious. Kept mumbling. I couldn’t 

understand any of it. Must have been Cherokee from her childhood. Ever’ once in a while, she 

would say ooscoonee or something like that.” 

 I felt stifled. I should have come to see her. I should have come. On the other hand, 

Alfred loved her also. Why would I want to disturb them? I just hope that she knows, wherever 

her soul may now be, that I never stopped loving her. 

 “Well, Mr. Hicks,” said Alfred, “if I can interpret what was going through her mind at the 

end, it was regret. She thought she was a disappointment to ever’one and wouldn’t believe me 

when I said it wasn’t true. Certainly, most of her husbands were no-goods, except...” He smiled 

at me. “The two of us, I guess. She never said anything bad about you, and that’s a fact.” 

 “Why didn’t you at least tell us when she was dying?” 

 “She told me not to. I was debatin’ with myself whether to do it anyway, and then the end 

came too fast.” 

 “Why did she refuse to have a funeral?” 

“She said the preacher would have to lie to find something good to say about her. All I 

could do was tell her it wasn’t so. She’s buried in the Cherokee cemetery. Guess you’ve seen it? 

That simple stone with her name carved in it, that’s all she wanted and all I could afford. 

 “Here, let me give you something. All these drawings. They are important to me, but I 

have no one else to give them to.” Alfred started shuffling the sketches. 

 “No. You need them,” I said. “But I do have a couple of requests. First, let me have one 

of them now. Maybe that little one right there, the one where she was looking at something over 

your shoulder when you drew her. Maybe one for her mother?” 

 “I already sent her one,” said Alfred. 

“Good,” I continued. “Second, put all the rest in a folder and attach a note saying to send 

them to me at your death.” 
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Chapter 4 

 

 The visit with Alfred set me to thinking and, once I got home. I left instructions that I 

should be buried in my army uniform. I keep it hanging in the armoire Andrew made for me. I 

hid Minerva’s drawing in an inner pocket. 

 I never got the other sketches. I think Alfred is going to outlive me, sure enough. At least 

I have my children. He has nothing except those drawings. 

 When I went out to see Minerva’s grave, I found it overgrown by weeds and brambles. 

But among the brambles were wild roses I assumed Raymond had planted. It was late in the 

spring, and only one rose bloomed. 
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Part ten: Elizabeth Hilderbrand Ward 
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Chapter 1 

 

 The United States plunged deeply into civil war and pulled Indian Territory into the 

madness. Everyone suffered. Hardly any family was left untouched. My beloved husband Daniel 

was killed in battle on the Union side, and his son, Israel Ward, who brought so much shame on 

our family, died on the Confederate side. My former son-in-law Lewis, whom I consider to still 

be family, is in a Union contingent somewhere in Indian Territory or Kansas. He may already be 

dead, also, and I might not yet know it. My daughter Minerva sent her children back to live with 

me after her fourth husband, John Journey, died when he was delivering munitions to the 

Confederate army. Now Andrew and Rachel Hicks, William Ward, and Frank Journey live with 

me and my daughter Amelia. Minerva says she is going to marry the man she is now living with, 

Jesse Russell. That’s number five. 

 After Daniel died, his friend Robert Armstrong came not only to give his condolences but 

to offer me any help that he could to fix up my house. He was a widower. His starkly handsome 

face was always sad. 

 I had seen his house. “Your house is plum falling apart,” I told him. “You don’t seem to 

be too handy around your own place. What kind of help could you give me?” 

 “Let me show you,” he said. He took me out to my pasture, where beef and milk cows 

mingled. “You manage right well with the milking. But you can’t do much with the beeves 

except to sell them.” 

 “I am a small woman. I can’t handle a beef carcass.” 

 “Now, I can kill, hang, drain, and cut up a carcass for you,” he said. “You can sell the 

parts for more than you can sell the whole cow. And you get to salt and eat some of it, too. Just 

share some of it with me, and you’ll still come out ahead.” 

 Robert walked with me around the house. He pointed at the windows. “Since Daniel left 

for the war, this place has started going downhill. Like those screens. Nice screens. But they got 

holes in ‘em big enough for a mud dauber to get through. I can fix those.” Then he looked 

straight into my face. “Mud daubers and tarantulas.” 

 “If you think, Mr. Armstrong, that you can scare me with talk about tarantulas, you are 

quite wrong. Now, little Willie, that’s a different matter. He’s afraid to walk on the floor because 

we, once in a great while, find a tarantula. See, they come in under the door frame.” 

 “I can fix that for you too,” said Robert. 

 “Then why in blazes does your own house look so run-down?” 

 “Nobody but myself to fix it up for, and I don’t care. But you, you would ‘preciate some 

fixin’-up, and that would make me feel good.” 

 “Well,” I said, “I’d better let you get started on my house before you have second 

thoughts.” 
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Chapter 2 

 

The first time Dr. Asa Gray came to my door, I was a little skeptical. Not about the need 

to help the slaves; I had no doubt about that. But I had to know whether to trust him. After an 

hour or so of conversation, and him showing me his collection of pressed plants, I decided that 

this was too complicated a ruse for some sumbitch like Stand Watie to have made up just to 

entrap Union sympathizers. Usually people like me were too insignificant for Watie and his 

marauders, especially after they burned John Ross’s mansion up in Park Hill. Would Watie have 

used a botanist to trap Slave Railroad people? Probably not. 

And was this man really Dr. Asa Gray? He had a botany book with his picture in it. I 

believed him. 

 “Coming to Indian Territory to collect plants,” I said. “That’s a good cover.” 

 “It isn’t a cover,” said Gray. He was nine years my junior, and a few gray strands invaded 

his dark hair. He kept his face perfectly shaved and his hair short. “Collecting plants really is one 

of the reasons I came. And it is not just the slaves I intend to help. It is America’s image among 

the nations of the world. A few decades ago, it was Andrew Jackson and the Cherokees that 

made white America seem like a savage place, unworthy of respect among civilized nations. 

Now it is slavery. My British colleague, Mr. Charles Darwin, utterly despises slavery. How 

much I wish I could tell him what I am doing. But I cannot. If my letter were to be intercepted in 

England, there would be no problem; but if it were intercepted in America, I would be in major 

trouble. Abolitionist views are allowed in New England, but not abolitionist activities. 

 “The whole system of slavery…” continued Gray. “It is crazy. I mean, it makes no 

economic or political sense even in the Confederacy. A lot of slaves run away, and their masters 

bear the cost of recapturing them. The whole Confederacy, even before the war, seemed to spend 

all its time tracking down and imprisoning slaves. Slave traders even kidnapped free black 

people and sold them into slavery. There is, it seems to me, only one reason that slavery 

continues, and that it is inspired by the Devil himself.” 

 “I don’t know much about the Devil,” I said. 

 “I believe in the Devil almost as much as I believe in Jesus Christ,” said Gray. “The fight 

for emancipation is a holy war to me. The white masters are treating their slaves as livestock. A 

white master inseminates a slave woman, and the resulting child is a slave. This happens one 

generation after another, which is why there are so many mulatto, quadroon, and octaroon slaves. 

It is an industry. Many if not most white male slaveowners have a legal white wife as well as a 

separate slave concubine.” 

 “You don’t need to convince me of this,” I told Gray. I told him the story of how I had 

been the Indian wife of James Pettit, who had a white wife; and my grandmother Betsy was the 

Indian wife of Joseph Martin, who had a white wife; and my great-grandmother Nancy Ward 

was the Indian wife of Bryan Ward, who had a white wife. “It’s not just black women who are 
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the concubines of white men. I was a concubine, too. I will join with you, Dr. Gray, because for 

me it is a personal matter.” 

Gray then explained the Fugitive Slave Act and the Dred Scott decision, in which an 

escaped slave living in even a free state remained the property of his owner and had to be 

returned. “What punishments poor Mr. Scott received upon his return, I can scarcely imagine,” 

Gray concluded. 

 I was happy to let the slaves hide at my place for a few days and give them provisions. I 

was not, however, expecting Dr. Gray to ask me to be actively involved in transporting the 

slaves. 

 “I’m almost sixty-four years old, Dr. Gray.” 

 “I’m afraid I don’t have the pick of young athletes to help out. Both armies are robbing 

the cradle and the grave for more cannon-fodder. I can do no better.” 

 “Well, sir, I’m not quite in the grave yet. But you already know the way through the 

forest up to the Kansas line. Why do you need me?” 

 “Maybe I won’t need you, but what if I am injured? Or captured? Then you would have 

to be the leader.” 

 I had one further concern. “Mr. Gray, if I were to lead the slaves; and if while hiding 

them during the daytime someone should see me, a woman alone on the road; and if they should 

either demand to know my business or to take advantage of my solitude; would I not be in 

danger?” 

 Gray smiled. 

 “I am serious, sir.” 

 Gray smiled bigger. Then he said, “At Harvard, groups of students—they call themselves 

thespians...” 

 “Sounds indecent.” 

 “...and they perform plays, usually written by an Englishman who lived a few centuries 

back, a certain William Shakespeare. His plays were all about men getting entangled in fights 

and men and women getting entangled in love...” 

 “Still sounds indecent.” 

 “Well, Mrs. Ward, one of these plays is called The Merchant of Venice. The heroine is a 

beautiful, rich woman who dresses up like a man and pretends to be a lawyer.” 

 “Sounds even more indecent. You expect me to dress up like a man, Dr. Gray?” 

 “It would help you escape notice.” 

“Well, I suppose I could do what that woman did, except for the beautiful and rich part.” 

 “Don’t take this the wrong way, Mrs. Ward, but you are rather slender, and I don’t think 

you would have any trouble buttoning up a man’s shirt. Your voice is low enough. Contralto, I’d 

say. Keep that hair bundled up inside a hat and you will look like a distinguished older 

gentleman. You will be my friend named Ellis.” 
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Chapter 3 

 

 “Robert, I have to have a serious talk with you.” 

 Robert entered the room and whooped in surprise. “What happened to you?” 

 “I am pretending to be a man. Yes, these are your clothes.” 

 “Fine with me, so long as I don’t have to wear your’n.” 

 We sat down on the settee together. “Robert, you’ve been spending a lot of time with 

me.” 

 “I’d spend a lot more if you’d let me. Assuming you’re not actually a man.” 

 “I assure you I am very much a woman. Now. You realize that my former husband died 

while serving with the Union army, and that is where my former son-in-law is serving now.” 

 “I have no problem with your very obvious sympathies.” 

 “There’s more.” 

Robert listened intently. 

“I am trusting you with my life by telling you this,” I said. “Do you swear...” 

 “I would sooner die myself than to ever reveal your secret, whatever it is.” 

 “My house is one of the stops on the Railroad. The Slave Railroad. To Kansas.” 

 “Oh,” said Robert. “So that’s why the little shed in back has a shit bucket in it.” 

 “The leader is a Harvard professor named Asa Gray. A botanist. Studies plants.” 

 “Harvard? A big operation, sounds like.” 

 “Not really. It’s just him. Harvard itself would never go along with it. Dr. Gray told me 

that some of his fellow professors, most notably a certain Louis Agassiz, believes in slavery. And 

it’s against the law to help slaves, even at Harvard. Well, what do you say, Robert?” 

 “Count me in. Hell, I’ll build you some more hiding places if you like. I’d actually dig 

you a railroad tunnel if I could. When do we start?” 

 “Tonight. Dr. Gray has already visited me. He has the slaves hiding in a forest where 

nobody except slaves and botanists would go. When it is dark, he will bring the slaves here. I 

will go with him. That’s the reason for the disguise: for me to escape notice. We will take the 

slaves as far as possible on the road, but if anyone comes along the road, we have to take the 

slaves to the forest trail, which is one that I happen to know well, as far as the fort. Then, north 

of the fort, he is going to show me the trail during the daytime, then we go back for the slaves at 

night. Catch a few hours of sleep here and there. It’ll take us a week to get to the border this way. 

Then Dr. Gray has to go back down south. We don’t want to walk back. That’s where you come 

in. Wait for us in Coffeyville, Kansas. Bring an extra horse. I am Ellis. I’ll ask around at the 

taverns for you.” 

 “Ellis. Ellis who?” 

 “Ellis Armstrong.” 

 “Armstrong? My name?” 
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I smiled and poked a finger into his chest. “That either means I like you, or I don’t trust 

you to remember a different name.” 

 “Your kids’ll be safe?” 

 “Amelia’s seventeen. She’s practically a woman. She will take good care of them.” 

 “You’ll be safe?” 

 “Course not. Nobody’s safe. Ever.” 

 Robert took a deep breath. “Want me to do it instead?” 

 “Can’t both of us do it. And I need to do this. I’m not strong, but—sorry, Robert—you 

don’t look up to the task of crawling along trails through a forest.” 
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Chapter 4 

 

 I met the slaves out in the shack before sunset, a group of seven scared and exhausted 

men, women, and youngsters. 

 “Missus Ward?” one of them asked. 

 “It’s Mr. Armstrong to you. Mr. Ellis Armstrong.” 

That night, Dr. Gray and I took the slaves along the military road. We had to hide in the 

trees off to the side sometimes when the scout slave heard someone. I hardly knew the slaves 

were there—silent black people on a dark night. 

Just before dawn, one of the young slave women started singing, very quietly. This was 

strictly against the rules, but what can you do? Kill their spirits? I smiled until I recognized the 

tune. 

 

Oh, yes, I’m bound for the Promised Land, 

I’m bound for the Promised Land… 

 

I ran over and smothered her mouth with my hand. 

“I am not going to put up with hearing that song,” I told her. 

When I moved my hand, she said, “Sorry, Mr. Armstrong. I’ll be quiet.” 

“Or you can sing something else. Real quiet. It’s just, that song brings back some bad 

memories.” 

“But, it is the Promised Land I’s goin’ to, ain’t it?” 

“Nobody knows,” I said. “There may not even be one. If this war goes on forever…” 

“Oh, it won’t, Ma’am, I mean, Mr. Armstrong. Massah’s plantation, it still looks shiny 

and rich on the outside, but I know what it looked like on the inside not too long ago. Not much 

food left, and everything has gone to wrack and ruin. They cain’t hold out much longer.” 

This simple statement of fact, not of faith, brought tears to my eyes. I said, “Why don’t 

you sing something like Deep River?” 

“I know something better,” she said. 

 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child 

A long ways from home, a long ways from home. 
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* 

 

It was the next day, after we slept the morning away, that the full significance of what I 

was doing struck me. I saw the young woman with whom I had spoken at dawn. Her two small 

children slept on her midriff. A young male, probably the father, slept against an elm tree. 

Several teenagers slept among the forest floor weeds. Dr. Gray had checked around in the 

predawn light to make sure none of them bedded down in poison ivy. There are certain 

advantages to having a botanist as a guide. 

 Gray stirred the young male, who sat upright. 

 “We’re going ahead to scout the trail and we’ll be back in a few hours. Keep everyone 

quiet. Good luck.” 

 The young man nodded, then looked at me, his eye beaming happiness. 

 “Don’t lose this,” Gray said, handing me a piece of paper. It had some intentionally 

obscure notes on it about where to find the trails in case I needed them. He explained them all to 

me. They would be meaningless to anyone who might insist on examining the paper. He had 

creeks and homesteads marked. In addition, I was glad for the time I had spent outdoors as a girl, 

and as a woman, so that I knew what a black oak looked like and to not get it mixed up with a 

post oak or a blackjack. Jerky and bread were our food, and the creeks were full of water, though 

not quite too much to cross. 

 “I like wearing pants,” I said, as we tromped through a meadow onto the road. “Hell of a 

lot easier fording a stream in pants than in a dress.” 

 “And climbing through underbrush,” added Gray, swatting at a cloud of mosquitoes. 

 A man on horseback stopped to ask where we were going. 

 “My brother and I are going to visit cousins in Vinita,” said Gray. 

 “Who might they be? I’m from there.” 

 “The Darwins,” said Gray. 

 “Can’t say that I know them.” 

 “Then apparently you don’t know everybody in Vinita.” 

 The man nodded and spurred his horse to continue his journey. But then he encountered 

us as we walked back to where the slaves were hiding. 

 “Wrong way for Vinita,” he said. 

 “My friend here is not feeling too well,” Gray said. “We’re going back.” 

 “Friend? I thought you said he was your brother.” 

 “No, you must be mistaken. It’s been a few hours, you might’ve gotten mixed up. I, on 

the other hand, could not make such a mistake.” 

 “Well, fine. Guess I had a few drinks since then. Need a ride? I mean your friend. He 

looks elderly. It’s a bit hot to walk.” 

 “I think he will be fine,” said Gray. 

 The man tipped his hat and continued on his way. When he was around the bend, we 

decided to walk through a half-flooded field and avoid the road. 
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 “Ticks are really bad through here,” I said. 

 “Lot of species of Carex sedges here,” said Gray. “Wish I had time to study them. This 

one looks new to me. I’ll just grab it for my collection.” 

 And he stopped right then and slipped this piece of what I thought was grass into his little 

plant press. The press was just slats of wood held together with straps, inside of which plants 

were compressed between pieces of cardboard. Then he wrote notes about it. 

 “If this is a new species, mind if I name it after you?” he asked me. “Carex wardii.” 

 “By the time you name it,” I said, “you might have to give it the name Armstrong.” 

“Very well,” he said. “Carex armstrongii.” 
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Chapter 5 

 

 The trip wasn’t all on the road or through forests. Gray had a couple of boats hidden on 

the banks of the Neosho River. Trees sometimes came down to the river itself; sometimes there 

were three- or four-foot-tall mud banks. The river was going south, but by hugging the banks 

where the current was slower, we were able to go north. The male slaves were literally rowing 

for their lives. To see their silhouettes against the moonlight on the water made me feel that my 

life had meaning beyond just trying to keep my family alive. We took the left fork into the 

Spring River. When the river became a creek, we had to go back to an overland route. A couple 

of farm boys met us and started to take the boats back down the river to the hiding place. By then 

we were close to the Kansas border. 

 “There’s a Union camp outside Baxter Springs,” Gray told the black men. “They will be 

hospitable. They will probably want you to join them. Those men, the whites and Indians and 

blacks all fight side by side against the oppressors. Just don’t get captured by rebel troops.” 

 “Wouldn’t be no worse than what we was in before,” said the slave who had been the 

sentinel. He hugged Gray and held my hand in both of his and wept. 

 We found Robert at an inn where he was staying just outside Coffeyville. Robert brought 

two horses. Gray took one horse. I rode in front of Robert on the other, leaning back into him 

once in a while, having feelings that older women seldom have. I think I just imagined that he 

kissed my earlobes. This was, of course, during moments nobody was watching a man kiss 

someone who looked like a man. When we arrived at my house, he left me and took Gray all the 

way back down to Durant, a journey of several days, so that Gray could get a boat on the Red 

River. Robert came back with the extra horse in tow. We had fallen into a perfect arrangement. 

Robert wouldn’t be very good at walking with the slaves, but he promised to always get Gray 

back south by horse. 

 We took this journey three times. Dr. Gray looked old and tired on the last one. The War 

was over about the time we were getting good at this Railroad stuff. 

 The last time, when I was waiting for Robert to get back from down south, I sat on my 

porch in the last light of evening. Gloaming, I think it’s called. Lewis would know. Then I saw it. 

It almost glowed. It was that ragged dog I’d seen back in the old country, and once on the Trail. 

This was all that remained of Nancy Ward’s white wolf spirit animal. This time, it was no longer 

weak or mangy. It stood strongly, looked at me, and seemed to give me its approval before 

turning back into the forest. 
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Chapter 6 

 

 It was about the time of our second Railroad journey that Confederate soldiers—they 

might have been mixed-bloods—came through my farm. Robert was gone to Fort Gibson. By the 

time he got back, the soldiers had taken everything. All the food. The beeves. The milch cows. 

They even dug up and ate the wild onions in the yard. Only desperate men would do this. When 

Robert got back, he stomped around, cursed, then sat despondently. But before the day was out, 

he went back to town and used his credit and good name to get livestock and food. 

 It wasn’t too many days before Robert did all the work that he said he was going to do, 

except the beef carcass. He probably just made that part up. But I didn’t care. Right after he 

finished whitewashing my house and fixing the clapboards, I married him. He couldn’t go back 

home anyway. He pulled clapboards off his own house to use on mine, and now his was full of 

holes. 
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Chapter 7 

 

 Robert finally did string up that beef carcass before he went to town one day. He left it 

hanging in the back yard, from a sturdy bois-d’arc branch, for the blood to drain, and I was 

cutting pieces from it. Robert already had buyers at the fort for most of the pieces. The good 

ones, of course. Even the heart. Cherokees never ate intestines, but other tribes did, and I figured 

it was worth a try. We planned to save one celebratory filet for ourselves. It was late in the 

morning, and Robert would haul the cuts to Ft. Gibson the next morning, where the commissary 

staff would quickly put them into brine barrels. I wore my torn dress, which now had blood all 

over it. I had just one good dress. Tomorrow, I told myself, I will begin sewing a dress with the 

new fabric Robert had recently brought home. 

 I heard a voice at my front door, a voice I thought I would never hear again. “Elizabeth,” 

the voice called. It did not shout or command. It was weaker than I had ever heard it. I went 

around the house to see James Pettit looking through the screen. He was now an old man. 

 Keeping my distance, I said, “I am Mrs. Elizabeth Armstrong.” 

 When he saw me, he almost screamed, leaping back and almost falling off the porch. I 

looked at myself and started laughing. I still held the cleaver and was quite bloody. 

 “I’m butchering a cow. Please forgive my appearance,” I said. 

 James smiled. “You are always beautiful, Elizabeth...” 

 “I do not have time for pleasantries, especially from you,” I said. “Nor am I in a mood to 

grant any favors to you, any more than I did to that cow.” 

 “I came—a great distance, I might add—to ask one favor and one only.” He sat down on 

the porch and looked at the ground. He had a shotgun, which he laid athwart his knees. His shirt 

and pants were of an expensive cut, but they had seen a lot of wear. His hat, at one time spiffy, 

looked like a herd of mules had walked over it. 

 “That might very well be one favor more than I am inclined to give,” I said. I tried to 

sound indifferent, but thirty-five years of accumulated resentment was ready to spill out. 

 “Please, Mrs. Armstrong,” he said, looking up at me. “My remaining time on Earth is not 

long.” 

 “Old you may be, but you probably still have time to do some more devilment if you’ve a 

mind to.” 

 “Please, Elizabeth!” he pleaded. “I came simply to ask, one more time, for your 

forgiveness for what I did to you.” 

 “Well, isn’t that nice. Why could you possibly want my forgiveness? What’s done is over 

and past...” I wasn’t sure if I believed this, but it was what I wanted to say. “I have my life. Not 

exactly the one I imagined, but one I find very satisfying.” By now the children were coming in 

from the forest where they had been playing. “And you have yours. Why can’t we just leave well 

enough alone? Your wife?” 

 “Dead.” 
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 “Son? Your white son, that is?” 

 “Won’t talk to me.” 

 I said nothing. I decided that he already knew whatever I might say to him. 

 “You don’t know what it might mean to me to have your forgiveness,” he said, looking 

down again. “And I brought you this.” He handed me an envelope that I knew contained money, 

and it felt like a lot. “I’ve no further use for this.” 

 “James Pettit, as far as I am concerned, you do not exist,” I said. “You can keep your 

money.” 

“For the children, remember?” He left the envelope on the porch. 

“For them,” I said. “I like to pretend that you never existed. That means, no love, no 

friendship. But no hate either. If you want to consider that forgiveness, go ahead. Now, I have to 

go and finish butchering this cow. She gave her life for me and my family this morning. She’s 

more blessing to me than you ever were.” 

 “She gave her life,” said James. He inhaled and stood up, holding his shotgun barrel. 

“What more does any man or beast have to give but his or her life? I guess she could do that, 

couldn’t she?” 

 “Not by her own choice,” I said. “But my Cherokee ancestors, when they hunted deer, 

they would ask the deer’s permission before killing it. At least, in the days before deer hides 

became valuable and our hunters just shot all of them they could. Of course, the deer couldn’t 

possibly have known what was about to happen and given permission. But I like to imagine the 

deer would have done so, to feed a family, though not to let its meat rot while its hide became 

a...what’s the word they use for it now...commodity.” 

 “I’ll remember you this way,” said James. “A Cherokee warrior woman, just like that 

great grandmother of yours.” He looked at me for a moment, then turned and walked toward the 

woods. 

 “Grandma, who is that man?” asked Rachel after James was out of earshot. 

 “Ask me later,” I said, ushering them inside the house. I walked back to the carcass, the 

blood still dripping from my dress. 

 Then I heard the loud report of what could only have been James’s shotgun. Still holding 

my cleaver, I ran around the bend where we had left a few blackjack oaks standing. James had 

tied one end of a string the trigger and threw the string over the lowest tree branch. He had sat on 

the ground, leaned into the muzzle of his shotgun barrel, and pulled the string. When the children 

and I found him, his hand still clung tightly to the string. He was slumped on the ground, half of 

his head raw and red. 

 “Stay away from him,” I told the children. 

 “What happened?” screamed Rachel. 

 “The man shot himself,” said Andrew. 

 Frank stared silently. 

 I told the children Robert would handle things when he got back, which was sooner than I 

expected. He heard the shot and came galloping quickly to the house. 
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 “Who is that?” he asked me. 

 “Who do you think it is? It is James,” I answered. 

 “I’ll go get the light horse guard,” he said, immediately turning around and going back to 

town. 

 Rachel held Andrew as he asked, “Who was that?” 

 “Your grandfather,” I said. I knew they had to confront the truth of the world sooner or 

later. “Now, go inside. Robert will handle this.” 

 I knew they were watching the corpse from upstairs. I knew they saw the red blood turn 

brown as it dried and as the sun went down. I know they saw the light horse guard look at James 

and take him away wrapped in burlap on a cart. But all I could see were the flies swarming on 

the beef. I went back to work and finished cutting it up and storing away the parts we wanted to 

sell and to eat. This included the tongue, but there would be no time to save the head, the 

intestines, the sweetbreads. Robert had made a springhouse, where it was a little cooler than in 

the house, and where meat would not spoil quite so fast. 

 I made a decision. I knew I should feel some sorrow for the human being who had just 

died, but I could feel only contempt for him. Maybe if I was as loving as sweet Jesus I would 

have felt pity. But I only felt a sense of relief, a conviction that my life, at last, was my own. I 

was no longer reacting against James or trying, even by secretly harboring escaped slaves, to 

prove myself worthy in my own right. 

 Robert returned at sunset. I had just put the children to bed. “Elizabeth?” he called as he 

opened the front door. 

 When he entered the bedroom, I told him, “Get out of those clothes.” I rolled my dress 

into a little ball and threw it in the corner. I stood naked. Even though I was sixty-four years old, 

and he slightly older, we made intensely clumsy love. The cow blood that was still on my torso 

squished between us on the old burlap sheet I had thrown over our clean bed. He carried up the 

hot water from the kitchen and mixed it with the cold water I had already put into our new 

bathtub. We couldn’t both fit in the tub, but we managed to cleanse each other of the last sordid 

grime of our past lives. 
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Chapter 8 

 

 Our last slave run with Dr. Gray was in early fall, 1864. When he arrived with the 

escapees, I could tell something was very wrong. 

 First, Gray was limping. He had twisted the ankle of his left foot and barely made it to 

my house. The slaves helped him all that they could, but Gray now needed to rest and let his 

injury heal. In order to meet the man who was waiting for them in Kansas, they could not wait 

for the good professor to regain his health. 

 Second, Gray told me, “Stand Watie suspects something. I’m not sure what to do next. I 

will have to consult my connections on this one, probably choose a different route.” He sighed. 

“I might not be able to come by this route again. If I do get a chance to lead another group, I 

could choose a route along the Arkansas border instead. I’ve discovered that over that way I can 

pretend to be looking for Callicarpa americana. They are bushes with beautiful blue-violet 

berries that almost seem to glow in the shade. I might go check those out and take a few 

travelers—black travelers—with me. I’ll try to get the route to come through here again, maybe 

cutting over by the Canadian River. 

 “But what that means, Ellis,” he continued, “is that you get to lead this group of slaves 

yourself. Watie is looking for me, not you.” 

 “I’ll start tomorrow night,” I said. “That’ll give time for the slaves—but not slaves for 

much longer—to bathe and eat and rest. Amelia will take care of you.” I smiled. “At least you 

won’t have to pretend that I’m your brother anymore.” 

 “You’re right about not being slaves much longer,” said Gray. “Lincoln issued the 

Emancipation Proclamation last year. He freed the slaves. Now, constitutionally, he can’t do that 

in the United States proper, but the U.S.A. is at war with the C.S.A., and as commander-in-chief 

Lincoln can issue such orders for the rebel states. I think. But don’t expect people around here to 

take notice of this proclamation, except us.” 

 One of the greatest delights of my life was to go with Dr. Gray out to the little shacks—

Robert had built another one—and tell our guests that they were no longer slaves. 

 The night of our departure was pitch black and overcast. Not even any starlight. To look 

for the North Star would have been of no use to them, had they been without my guidance. I had 

matches and tapers, should I need them later, and Gray’s directions. We would be safe on the 

road since there would probably be no other travelers. When I called to the slaves, I could hear 

them shuffling, but I could not see them. Each person held onto a little string held by the person 

ahead, to know how to stay on the path. Just a little string—that’s all we needed to stay together. 

I led them out to the road on which Daniel had so often gone to the fort, and where he eventually 

went to his death, the road on which Israel had taken Minerva to town. Before reaching town, we 

went down the path that took us around the west side of the fort, then north. I hoped we could 

once again avoid Confederate troops. 
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This is faith. I walk where I cannot see, leading people I do not know, toward a salvation 

that may not be there. 
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Epilogue: Edd Hicks 
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Chapter 1 

 

It was 1890, and I was eleven years old. In school, and from a few things my grandfather 

Lewis told me, I learned all about the Trail of Tears, about the great green mountains of the east, 

the rivers, the waterfalls, the fields of corn in our Cherokee homeland. I learned that the United 

States of America, the country that is in charge of our Indian Territory, wanted our land and took 

it. Of course, they wanted our land. Their farmers wore out all of their farmland, which used to 

be our land, too. They let the soil run away downhill in muddy torrents, especially in the cotton 

fields, leaving dirt that was fitted only to weeds. They forced us to migrate to Indian Territory, a 

land they thought they would never want. 

But we Cherokees prospered in the new land. I grew up amidst farms and ranches that 

provided a good life for most of us. Our rivers were slow and brown, and we had few waterfalls, 

but the land was still good. It was so good, in fact, I believed that it was only a matter of time 

before the United States would want to take over Indian Territory as well. 

Another reason I believed that the United States would annex our territory was that we 

have vast reserves of oil. The first Indian oil well was drilled in the Choctaw Nation when I was 

six years old, in 1885. Rich men financed oil wells in the Cherokee Nation not long after that. 

Before the Trail of Tears, all Indians and all Americans burned wood, which they called an 

inexhaustible resource. After a few decades, the forests were cut down, and inventors began to 

think of ways oil could be used instead. In 1830, when the United States Senate passed the 

Indian Removal Act, nobody even thought to look for oil. Now the United States wants our 

Indian Territory oil. We have no particular use for it—we have horses and buggies for transport, 

we burn wood in our fireplaces. My father knew where to dig for coal when we needed to use the 

furnace. We would be happy to sell our oil to them. I do not believe, however, that the 

Americans want to pay us for it. 

President Jackson died several decades previous, yet many Cherokees still despised him. 

One of those Cherokees was Clem Rogers, who owned the ranch just across Spencer Creek from 

ours. One day, my father, Andrew Hicks, rode to town with Clem Rogers. I wanted to go along, 

and so did Clem Rogers’s son Will, who was exactly my age. We hopped in the wagon with 

them. 

Will was always playing with his lasso. One day, about 1890, we stood on the wooden 

sidewalks above the mud puddles of downtown Oologah, a town where a squirrel could run from 

one end to the other in under a minute and which had only just gotten its first brick building. The 

bank, of course, which is where our fathers were. Will looked around between the buildings for 

rats, wanting to lasso one of them with his smallest rope. Instead he had to settle for a cat. He got 

it by the neck and held it up. It was an explosive ball of fur and meows and hisses. 

“Let it go, Will. It’s suffering.” 

“I won’t let it die, Edd. I just want to have fun with it.” He held the struggling cat at 

arm’s length for a few minutes. “Say, Edd. Why is your dad named Andrew Jackson Hicks?” 
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“Well,” I said, “I learned in school that President Jackson was the one who got us to 

leave the old country just in the nick of time before the Georgians would have killed us. Let that 

cat go! If Jackson had tried to keep the Georgians from taking our land, Georgia would have left 

the Union and the U. S. A. would have fallen apart. Let the cat go.” 

“Georgia seceded and the U. S. of A. fell apart anyway,” said Will. 

“How well I know,” I told him. “My grandfather was part of the Grand Army of the 

Republic.” That is, the Union side. “Say, are you going to let that cat go?” 

“Dad says that Jackson was an evil and vile man,” said Will. “Jackson talked like he was 

helping us Cherokees, but he really just wanted our land and our wealth. Very well, Edd, I will 

let the cat go.” 

He did, but only with great difficulty. He finally had to use his pocketknife to cut the rope 

and let the cat run away, dragging its noose. 

“Jackson’s been dead since, what, 1845?” I said. “Time to let it go.” 

“Guess you’re right,” said Will. “Nobody will ever care what I think, anyway. I’m never 

going to amount to anything good. All I can do is lasso things. Put me in a school and I don’t pay 

attention. On the other hand, I’m pretty good at lassoing things.” 

“You got a point there.” 

“But I can’t make me a career out of lassoing things,” said Will. “They keep telling me I 

have a brilliant mind. Me! Lot of good it will do me if I can’t pay attention in school. Now you, 

Edd, you’re going to do something great, I can tell.” 

“Thanks, Will,” I said. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re real smart. And maybe you’ll 

take over your Dad’s ranch and make it something real profitable. Your Dad has a great ranch. 

Now, mine, on the other hand...” 

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” said Will. “But your Dad, well, he seems to think that 

he will find gold and you will all be rich. Gold? In Indian Territory?” 

“He says my grandfather Lewis hid a lot of gold in a cave.” 

“You believe that?” 

“Of course. He’s my Dad. That doesn’t make it true, but I believe it. And he keeps 

talking about Coronado’s gold.” 

“Who was Coronado?” 

“The first Spanish explorer to come through here hundreds of years ago. He didn’t find 

any civilizations or piles of gold the way Cortez and Pizarro did...” 

“See all them names you know,” said Will. 

“The Spaniards who conquered Mexico and the Incas. But Coronado, he didn’t even find 

cities, much less gold. The Natives around here were nomads. But legend has it, Dad says, that 

he did find some gold, in fact, more than he could carry. So, he buried it somewhere around here, 

planning to come back and get it later. But he never got a chance.” 

“Oh, I heard about him. He lost his whole little army, even his horses, even his clothes. 

Someone found him naked in a hole, most starved,” said Will. 
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“That was a guy named Cabeza de Vaca,” I said. “Spaniards looking for Indian gold, easy 

to get them all mixed up. Like I said, Will, I only believe it because Dad does.” 

“Doesn’t matter what I believe, Edd, or what you believe. It’s what the bank believes.” 

We saw our two fathers talking outside the bank. My dad looked sad, and Will’s dad 

looked severe. I saw my dad look up and Will’s dad hand him some cash bills. 

“Looks like your dad is keeping our family alive another year,” I told Will. 

“Looks like it, don’t it,” said Will. “Just remember that. Then someday when I need 

money, and I can’t do anything but play with my rope, and you are an upright citizen, you can 

help me.” 

Will then got out his bigger rope and tied it into a lasso. He rotated it until it formed a big 

whirring circle. He danced in and out of it like a jump-rope. Some of the girls our age—we 

weren’t quite old enough for love—came over and watched him. It was the McSpadden sisters. 

Will and the sisters smiled at each other. I walked up. Will tried yodeling, but his roping was a 

lot better, especially when he whirled his lasso overhead and threw it around the sisters and me, 

pulling them together and toward him. One for him and one for me. If only we were old enough 

to smooch. 
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Chapter 2 

 

We could see the white Americans encroaching on Indian Territory all along, 

constraining us like Will’s lasso. Nobody could deny it, especially after the big land run in 1889 

in the western territory. There were lots of smaller land runs, too. But there wasn’t much we 

could do about it, except to keep on farming and ranching, and, in Dad’s case, to keep going out 

and looking for gold. 

One afternoon in 1894, when I was fifteen, Dad was out looking for gold again. My 

eighteen-year-old sister, Amelia, and I were out in the barn cleaning the stalls. Amelia said, 

“Eddie, there’s someone I don’t recognize approaching the house on horseback.” 

Keeping our heads low, we looked out of the barn window. The man had a big round hat, 

long hair, a moustache that hid his mouth, and a scraggly beard. 

“I’m slipping out for a better view,” I told Amelia. “You stay here.” 

I stayed behind bushes as I approached the house. When I was closer, I could see that the 

man wore a white shirt without a collar, a vest with a pocket watch on a chain, and a dirty coat. 

He carried a rifle and had several coils of rope on his saddle. He had little beady eyes. In short, 

he looked like a lot of other men around there, including Dad. But that didn’t mean we could 

trust him. 

He slid off his horse and started walking toward the front door. 

“Anyone to home?” he called out. 

Ma answered through the window, “Who’s it that’s callin’?” 

“A weary traveler,” said the man. 

“We don’t have room,” said Ma. “You’re not far from Oologah. You can find a place 

there.” 

“Too far to get there by sundown,” said the man. “Can’t sleep out in the open. Too many 

outlaws.” 

He was right. Indian Territory crawled with outlaws. The reason was simple. American 

criminals could hide out in Indian Territory, and our Cherokee light horse guard had no authority 

over them, since they were American citizens and we weren’t. But Judge Isaac Parker, up in Fort 

Smith, didn’t send out posses of federal troops unless they were looking for some particular 

outlaw, usually a Cherokee whom he considered an outlaw, like Zeke Proctor back in ’72. So, it 

was just us Cherokees and the criminals most of the time. Of course, the outlaws didn’t always 

have the advantage. A lot of American outlaws, and innocent travelers too, entered Indian 

Territory and vanished from the known world. 

But right now, with no man at home, this visitor had the advantage, unless, as he said, he 

was just a weary traveler. 

“Well, how am I supposed to know if you’re an outlaw?” Ma asked. 

“I guess you don’t,” said the man. 

“Then I’m not opening the door,” said Ma. 
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“Man of the house here?” he asked. 

Ma didn’t answer. The man turned back toward his horse. At the last minute, he slipped 

behind a bush, circled around to the back door, and opened it before Ma could bolt it. 

“Now, don’t worry, Ma’am,” said the outlaw. “I just need a place to stay for a while. And 

dinner. And, don’t let on to nobody that I’m here.” 

He closed the door and that was the last I heard. I suppose that was a good thing. No 

screams, no gunfire, at least. 

I ran back to the barn and told Amelia, “I think you’d better stay here in the barn. Me, 

I’m going to wait for my chance, and slip out of here and get help.” 

“But the man will know we are out here, won’t he?” 

“Not if Lorenzo keeps his mouth shut.” Lorenzo was my brother Lonnie’s real name, and 

he usually talked before he thought. I also should have worried about Frank, little Serena, the 

toddler twins, Annie and Alvie, and little Willie, all in the house, but there was no time to waste. 

As I awaited nightfall, the silence in the house, except for the twins crying, gave me some 

assurance that all was as well as could be expected. 
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Chapter 3 

 

 I was finally on the road to Oologah, hoping to flag somebody down to give me a ride. 

Then we could send word to Fort Smith and get federal marshals down here. I didn’t know who 

this criminal was, but it must have been somebody the federal marshals were looking for, 

otherwise he wouldn’t have insisted on secrecy. 

 I wasn’t sure what I believed at that time about God and all, but as I look back on it, it 

was that night when I began to believe there not only was a God but that He was personally 

watching over me and my family. It was soon after that night that I began insisting that Dad take 

me to church every Sunday. Pretty soon we were all going, even Lonnie, who couldn’t care one 

way or the other about much of anything, certainly not about matters of the spirit and of Heaven. 

 The first horseman I flagged down on the road was a federal marshal, in uniform. 

  “Hey, boy!” he called. “Yeah, you. We had a report that someone that fit the description 

of Finney McGuiness was around here somewhere. He robbed a stagecoach along the Butterfield 

Line down in Choctaw country near old Fort Washita. You see a man with...” 

 “He’s hiding up to our place,” I said. 

 The marshal, who was named Samuel Smalley, pulled me up on his horse. We rode into 

Oologah where a couple of other Isaac Parker men were staying. Even though one of them was 

drunk, they decided to make their move that very night. Sitting in front of Samuel on his horse, I 

showed them the way to our house. 

 Smalley approached quietly and looked inside the house. Then he ran back to us. 

 “Everyone’s tied up and gagged. An older lady and five little ones. Okay, Eddie, who’s 

missing?” 

 “My older sister, Amelia,” I told him, and pointed toward the barn. 

 We could barely see a dim light coming from inside the barn. Smalley beckoned us to 

approach. I was so excited that he included me in this I almost forgot it was my own family that 

was in mortal danger. 

 We peeked into the barn. Amelia was gagged, her hands tied together. She was lying on 

her back, legs spread, as the outlaw was lying on top of her, raping her. I will never forget that 

scene. I have never since felt such rage as I did against that man. Amelia’s eyes were shining 

with terror and fury in the dim light of a lantern. We were too late to stop the rape. The outlaw 

exhaled and allowed his full weight to drop upon Amelia. 

 Smalley called out to him, “Don’t move, McGuinness. We’ll shoot to kill.” 

 With a quick twist, the outlaw turned Amelia over on top of him. Her dress barely clung 

to her waist. “Go ahead and shoot,” he said. He must have thought he was so clever. All Smalley 

had to do was to walk up to him—McGuinness’s rifle was just out of his reach—and knock him 

out with the handle of his pistol. 

 Before long, McGuinness was tied up and lying on his side. Amelia was curled up crying. 

Smalley looked her over. I did not understand it at the time, but I seem to recall there was blood 
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on Amelia’s dress. The officer who was not drunk was in the house untying my family. Cries 

mixed with hallelujahs. They did not yet know what happened out in the barn. 

 “So, this is how this young lady first experiences a man,” Smalley said. “I wish to God I 

could torture this man for what he done to her. 

 “But,” continued Smalley, “I have to take him in, as he is, to Judge Parker. Not that he 

has a snowball’s chance in hell of not being hanged. How would you like it,” Smalley now 

addressed McGuinness. “How would you like it being hanged on that brand-new six-man 

gallows the Judge just had constructed? Oh, the Judge, he hangs ‘em like a machine, he does. 

But, the way I see it, McGuinness, you deserve something special, something the Judge doesn’t 

have time to devise for you, after what you done.” 

 McGuinness moaned something. 

 “Whatever ‘tis you want, you ain’t gonna get it. Your worthless hide is not long for this 

world,” said Smalley. He tried to sound tough, but all of us could hear just a little bit of 

hesitation, a little bit of humanity, in his voice. 

 McGuinness turned his face out of the dusty straw. “Water,” he repeated. “Surely, you 

can’t deny a man as good as dead a drink of water.” 

 After a long pause, Smalley told his assistant, “Go get him a drink of water.” 

 “I could just pee in his face,” said the drunken voice. 

 “No man, however repulsive, can degrade us down to his level,” Smalley said quietly. 

The officer slouched toward the house to get a cup of water. “And don’t tell’em what happened, 

quite yet,” Smalley added. 

 Soon enough my whole family was out to the barn, looking at the man who had almost 

killed them, lying on his side. Just before tripping and falling, the drunk assistant handed the cup 

of water to Smalley. 

 “Help him sit up,” Smalley said. The sober assistant did so and stepped back. 

 “This cup of mercy is a heap of burning coals upon your head for all eternity,” said 

Smalley, making allusion to Scripture. I will always remember that phrase. I have not used it, but 

I have thought it on many occasions. Smalley stepped toward McGuinness and started to tip the 

cup into the criminal’s mouth. 

 McGuinness suddenly lurched up, just enough to spill the water and cause confusion. 

Though his hands were tied, he twisted around to where his rifle had been. But it was not there. 

Amelia was holding it. Her face was scrunched up in agony as she pointed the rifle toward him, 

the point of the rifle only a few inches away. 

 McGuinness thought quickly. He wouldn’t have survived so long if he had not been able 

to think quickly. “Go ahead and shoot me,” he told Amelia. “I deserve it. I repent of all my evil 

and call upon Jesus as Savior. Now, send me straight to heaven.” 

 Amelia’s eyes, and those of all the rest of us, widened in astonishment. Blame thing 

about it was, he was right. He would go straight into Abraham’s bo-soom if Amelia shot him at 

the moment of his being washed in the Blood of the Lamb. 
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 Had that been the end of it, McGuinness might have soon been on his way to Judge 

Parker, who didn’t give a hoot and a holler about heaven. But McGuinness lurched again and 

tried to knock the rifle out of Amelia’s hands. Amelia pulled the trigger. Soon McGuinness was a 

moaning heap of flesh. 

 “Shot while resisting arrest,” said Smalley, after we all breathed again. Amelia was 

trembling, causing the tip of the rifle barrel to trace intricate circles in the air. 

 “Don’t tell anyone I did it,” mumbled Amelia. 

 “But it was the act of a heroine,” said Samuel, looking into Amelia’s eyes, which did not 

meet his. 

 “I don’t want men around here to think of me like Belle Starr,” she said, referring to the 

woman who, decades earlier, was renowned in Indian Territory for her marksmanship. 

 “Then we’ll say I shot him,” said the sober officer. “That’s my story and I’m stickin’ to 

it.” 

 Amelia trembled as she said, “Oh, thank you.” But she stopped herself from falling, and 

pointed the gun again at McGuinness, close range. “I might as well put him out of his misery.” 

 She shot again and the heap of flesh became silent. Flies were already looking for places 

to lay their eggs. 
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Chapter 4 

 

 Amelia spent several days in bed. Ma’s intuition was very clear: she knew what 

McGuinness had done to Amelia. By the time Dad got home, with no gold, all he knew was that 

a visitor had had his way with his daughter. 

 “Mr. Hicks,” said Smalley after he returned from filing his report in Oologah and sending 

it to Judge Parker. “I’m Samuel Smalley.” 

 “Oh,” said Dad. “You are the man who saved my daughter’s life. I am extremely grateful. 

Come on in.” 

 Smalley had washed and shaved and had on a new uniform. 

 “What could I possibly ever do to repay you?” Dad asked him. 

 “Nothing except whatever your beautiful daughter might want,” he said. “Whatever she 

wants is what I want.” 

 “Amelia won’t leave her bed,” said Dad. “Not that I blame her. She’s not seeing 

anybody. The pastor came by, and she refused to talk to him. He wasn’t offended; he knew it 

was the pain talking. Neighbors want to bring food, but Ma says that cooking is the only thing 

she can do to get her mind off of what happened. Well, I’ll look in and see if she’s ready for any 

visitors.” 

 “Samuel!” Amelia called out from her room. 

 

* 

 

 A month later, we all knew Amelia was pregnant. Samuel figured it out first. He was 

probably as close a confidante as any female cousin or aunt or mother could be to Amelia. 

Samuel visited nearly every day, even after Amelia was back up and doing things around the 

house. He let Judge Parker know he wasn’t going back to Fort Smith anytime soon. 

 “The story isn’t over,” said Dad. “That horrible man lives on through his baby.” 

 “It’s not the baby’s fault,” said Samuel. 

 “Of course, it’s not,” said Dad. “I know that. But, well, the story isn’t over.” 

 “No, sir, it most definitely is not the end of the story.” 

 A couple of months later, Amelia and Samuel were married. It was not a rich wedding, 

but it was very festive. All the friends and family could see that Amelia was pregnant, but 

everybody knew the story—that is, part of it. 
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Chapter 5 

 

I believe God was watching out for the whole tribe through the years. I hear that there are 

more Cherokees in Indian Territory than there were back east before the Trail. Of course, we all 

had a lot of children, but we could also feed them and send them to school, otherwise it wouldn’t 

do any good to have children. 

And I believe that God has been watching out for my family and me. It’s not that bad 

things didn’t happen to us. We’ve had a challenging time of it for generations. 

For example, my great-grandmother, Elizabeth Armstrong. She came on the Trail. I was 

only eight years old when she died, so I don’t remember her talking about the Trail. But she was 

always doing good things for everyone around her. Fixing food for sick people who deserved 

help, and sometimes for people who didn’t. Whatever it was that she did, the community of Fort 

Gibson loved her. Her grave is at the highest point in the Cherokee cemetery there. A little wall 

of bricks surrounds the spot where her casket was laid, and she has a fine limestone grave 

marker. I think she must have been the primary source of whatever strength our family had. I 

don’t know what suffering she went through, but God blessed her and blessed others through her. 

Her daughter, my grandmother, certainly wasn’t a source of strength. Minerva Pettit was 

married six times and died at age forty, nine years before I was born. That’s about all I know 

about her. We don’t even know where she is buried. 

My grandfather, Lewis, knew where Minerva was buried, but nobody ever asked him. He 

was, after all, only one of her husbands. I have cousins around, other descendants of Minerva, 

whom I have not met and may never meet. Grandpa never talked about her to his kids, as far as I 

know. 

I saw Grandpa Lewis once before he died. He was living alone in his old farmhouse; my 

Dad farmed a little of his land. Grandpa was full-blooded Cherokee, which explained the dark 

complexion of Aunt Rachel and of my sister Amelia. The rest of us had light skin. I was alone 

with Grandpa, and he wanted to show me something. He went to this stand-alone closet, I forget 

what it is called, some French name, armory or something, and showed me his Civil War 

uniform. He pulled a yellowed paper out of the pocket and unfolded it. It was a sketch of 

Minerva. She was really beautiful, in my ten-year-old opinion. He then folded it back up and 

returned it to its pocket. 

I remembered the drawing when I was a teenager but said nothing about it. There would 

have been no way, short of sacrilege, to dig grandfather up and find the drawing, which had 

probably decomposed. On top of it all, we weren’t even sure where he was buried either. 

My Dad, Andrew, felt that he was always having bad luck. But that was only because he 

kept trying and failing to find Grandpa’s gold. There was nothing wrong with his farm. Ma was 

always the perfect homemaker and always took care of him. They certainly had a lot of kids. 

Some of us are even still alive: me, Lon, Frank, Serena (we call her Surrener), and William. But 

we lost three of my siblings. 
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The day came for Amelia to give birth. I still remember the wails of pain and the cries of 

terror. I had heard my Mom during childbirth; I knew what a normal birth sounded like, even the 

birth of twins. But this was different. It was like demons had hold of her. It was the demons, not 

Amelia, who were speaking. The silence that followed Amelia’s death, and the baby’s, was 

louder than the screams had been. After the funeral, we never saw Samuel again. He went into 

his future with his heart dragging behind him. The baby’s remains are in a little sandstone crypt 

above ground. 

Yet more sadness awaited us. The twins, sister Annie and brother Alvie, were golden 

children with flaxen hair and long eyelashes. The blond hair came from Mom’s white lineage, of 

course. Like many twins, they shared a secret world. They would disappear into the woods 

together. We never knew where they went. Dad told them that if they found any gold, to let him 

know. But they were his gold. I think he knew that but believed, wrongly as it turned out, that 

they were not enough. We suspected the twins even had their own secret language. One time, as 

they returned from the woods, I saw a white dog running back into the woods. They seemed to 

be glowing as the dog, which looked to be in no great shape, vanished. 

One morning in 1896, when I was seventeen, just a year after Amelia died, I saw the 

twins glowing again, but they looked very weak. They had a fever and Ma sent them back to bed. 

I brought tonics from the store where I worked after school in my senior year, but Ma seemed to 

realize that either the Lord would heal them or call them and there wasn’t much we could do 

about it. I brought comfort to them in the form of isopropyl alcohol, which evaporated quickly 

and cooled their skin. All night I listened to their coughing, which seemed bigger than they were. 

I knew resolution was near. Annie was the first to go, on August 24. We buried her quickly in the 

cemetery down by the Verdigris River, for the summer heat would turn her into something that 

we did not want to remember. We did not tell Alvie, who slept most of the time anyway. Then 

one morning, September 6, Alvie announced to us that he had seen Annie outside of his window. 

She had called to him to follow her. I am too weak, he said. I cannot get out of bed. Before the 

day was out, he too had died. We buried him next to his sister. We gave them a single tombstone, 

an obelisk carved from limestone, with Annie’s name on one of the faces and Alvie’s on another. 

Beloved children of A. J. and M. A. Hicks. 

I was already a man of twenty-five when my father died. While this was a very sad 

experience for me, it is normal for fathers of adults to die. He died of pneumonia he caught from 

being out in the rain, looking, of course, for gold. 
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Chapter 7 

 

 The last time I saw Will Rogers was in Oologah in 1899, when we were both twenty 

years old. We sat on a sidewalk crossbar to talk. He had been to two schools in Missouri and 

dropped out. He always had his lasso. 

 “You’re going to keep working at the store?” he asked me. 

 “Until I figure out something else to do,” I answered. “If I meet me a young lady, and we 

like each other, then as the Lord liveth I’m going to marry her and start a farm and a family.” 

 “Sounds like a good plan,” said Will, still lassoing things. A post, then the wheel of a 

parked wagon, then another post. “I imagine I’ll do that someday.” 

 “No time’s better than now,” I said. 

 “For you, maybe,” Will said. “A guy I know from school heard that there are still lots of 

jobs for cowboys in Argentina.” 

 “Argentina!” 

 “They call ’em gauchos down there. They’re some serious cowboys. They use ropes with 

weights on them called bolas. They whirl them around and hamstring the cows with them. I’ll be 

the only one there with a lasso. They’ll be amazed at me down there. Here, I’m just another 

lassoing fool. Or, if that doesn’t work out, we can go to South Africa. The British have a war 

going on down there and they need horse trainers.” He sighed. “But, Edd, I’ll probably end up 

back here.” 

 Then he turned to me. “Besides, I’m not sure that now is such a good time for us 

Cherokees.” 

 “Why is that?” 

 “You know as well as I do the Yoo-nited States is going to annex us as the state of 

Oklahoma.” 

 “Maybe and maybe not,” I said. “There’s talk around here about Indian Territory being 

two states, not one. The western part would be Oklahoma and the eastern part would be 

Sequoyah.” 

 “The federal government won’t allow that,” Will said. “Two states? Four senators? You 

think New York and California will go along with that? Anyway, we’re going to lose all our 

land, just like the other times in history.” 

 “The Curtis Act,” I said, “guarantees a parceling out of land to all of us.” 

 “The whites will find some way of taking it anyway,” said Will. “They got lots of 

reasons. One.” He counted on his fingers, while the lasso sat on his lap. “Like we talked about 

before. They want the land. Two. They want the oil. And three...” 

 “Three? What’s the third one?” 

 “All the outlaws from all over everywhere come here to hide out,” he said. 

 “You don’t need to convince me of that,” I said. “Poor Amelia.” 
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 “God rest her soul,” said Will. “I know Old Judge Parker is dead, but nothing much has 

changed. They sent marshals down here mostly to catch Cherokees they don’t like, rather than 

white outlaws. People like Ned Christie. They didn’t even go after Belle Starr. She got shot by a 

drunk man with whom she declined to dance, least that’s what I heard Pistol Pete say. Nothing 

much has changed. Well, Eddie, the Yoo-nited States can make a pretty good argument that 

Oklahoma needs to be a state so it can rein in the outlaws.” 

 “Our light horse guard could do that, if they let us arrest white criminals,” I said. 

 “Or they could just deputize our guards into their new state and local police forces,” said 

Will. “Whatever argument they use, they’re gonna do it, sure as rain.” 

 Will pushed his hat back and tapped a dirt clod into the dust with the toe of his boot. He 

looked into the dusty evening sky. “They said we could keep the land back east as long as the 

grass grows and the rivers run. Then they said we could keep Indian Territory as long as the 

grass grows and the rivers run. Now they’re gonna divide it up and give it out in parcels, which 

they will take away from us individually rather than as a tribe. And there’s still going to be grass 

growing on it and rivers running through it.” 

 “Nothing much we can do about it,” I said. “Me, I’m going to work with the cards I’m 

dealt. I know it’s hard to see sometimes, but God is good. He giveth, and He taketh away.” 

We both looked off into the distance. Streaks of orange, fading to the color of ripe 

peaches, colored the sky. “Not that either of us is ever going to figure it all out, Edd. Say, look at 

that sunset, won’t you?” 
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Author’s Notes on ELIZABETH’S EXILE 
 

Most of the characters are historical, though they may not have actually met. For example, I have no 

evidence that Minerva Pettit and Lewis Hicks knew one another on the Trail, or that they were in the 

same contingent of migrants. It is nearly certain that, if they met at all, John Ross and Andrew Jackson 

had no such interchanges as described in this novel. 

 

Part two. My Cherokee grandfather actually said, of the Hilderbrands, “They’re no kin of mine.” My 

mother told me about this, and added, that probably means that they were. I just put the words into the 

mouth of his grandfather. 

 

Part three. The Hilderbrand contingent of the Cherokees really did have to wait at Mantle Rock for the 

Ohio River to open up and allow them to cross during a severely cold winter. The details come from my 

personal observations of the site. Reverend Schermerhorn, who arranged for the 1835 Treaty of New 

Echota, really was a philanderer among the Cherokee, or tried to be, and the women really called him 

Devil Horn. 

 

Part four. The character of Andrew Jackson is based on my reading of two biographies, although I could 

not resist putting some elements of Donald Trump into Andrew Jackson. Trump would welcome these 

comparisons, as the famous portrait of Jackson was prominently displayed in the Oval Office during the 

Trump presidency. The geologist Featherstonehough is a real character. John Howard Payne, who wrote 

Home Sweet Home, really was kidnapped along with John Ross by the Georgia militia which illegally 

crossed into Tennessee. One of John Ross’s letters to Jackson really began with “Our white father…” 

This letter was set to music by singer-songwriter Talitha Mackenzie in Indian Summer. 

 

Part five. The killing of Doublehead, who was as evil as here described, is historical even in the details 

such as the blood dripping through the ceiling. The marriage, and reaction to it, of Elias Boudinot (the 

Cherokee) and the white reaction to it, including the poem, are real. Boudinot attempted to promote 

education and literacy in the tribe, and was the editor of the Cherokee language newspaper as described. 

But because he was a signatory to the Treaty of New Echota, many in the tribe considered him a traitor, 

and he was assassinated as described. Dunk three times is an imitation of a song that was popular in the 

1970s. 

 

Part six. The only way we know about the six husbands of Minerva Pettit (our family always referred to 

her by her maiden name, since there were so many others) is because of marriage and divorce records 

uncovered by David Keith Hampton in his monumental and privately published work on the descendants 

of Nancy Ward. She had as many husbands as Henry VIII had wives. Lewis Hicks was her second 

husband, and the father of two of her children. The details are imaginary. Since her third husband, with 

whom she had an affair while married to my great-great-grandfather, had the same last name as 

Elizabeth’s second husband, so my imagination is based on historical fact in this case. My grandfather 
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Edd Hicks wanted all memory of her forgotten, and it almost worked. Minerva wanting badly to have sex 

with her husband Lewis is fiction based on the Biblical story of David, Uriah, and Bathsheba. In both 

cases, the adulterous couple wanted the husband to think the child was his. Lewis really was in the Union 

army, though most Cherokees were Confederates. The imaginary poem Lewis wrote is a mixture of The 

Highwayman by Alfred Noyes and Roll Along Kentucky Moon as sung by Jimmie Rodgers. 

 

Parts seven, nine. Asa Gray was the foremost American botanist of the first part of the nineteenth century. 

He did send American botanical information to his friend Charles Darwin. He hated slavery, and from his 

home base near Boston he helped poor black people, some of whom must have been escaped slaves. I 

have no evidence that he ever participated in the underground railroad to actually conduct slaves to 

freedom. General Stand Watie was, in fact, the last Confederate general to surrender, in southeastern 

Oklahoma. Fort Washita is still maintained as a historic site. The places are real, even the ruins of 

Hatsboro near Fort Washita. The military road is on land owned by Jamie and Cole Smith. 

 

Part eleven. There is also no evidence that Elizabeth was involved in helping slaves to escape to freedom. 

James Pettit did commit suicide by rifle, but not at Elizabeth’s house. 

 

Epilogue. My grandfather really did know Will Rogers, born the same year across Spencer Creek, but did 

not know him very well. Elizabeth’s grave in the Cherokee cemetery at Ft. Gibson is surrounded by a 

little wall of bricks. This indicates that when she died she was well respected. Minerva’s gravesite is not 

known. 
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